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The local communities of Chiang Khong, Thailand have been engaged in an 
environmental movement resisting large scale navigational and hydropower 
development on the Mekong River. The livelihoods and cultural heritage of these 
local communities will be put at risk by large infrastrucutral development that might 
irrevocably impinge upon the Mekong River’s interconnected, transboundary 
ecosystems. Under the leadership of community-based organisation Rak Chiang 
Khong [Love Chiang Khong], they have since carried out conservation initiatives of 
their own in an attempt to reverse the observed decline of the river’s ecological 
productivity over the past two decades. The ways in which the Mekong River 
transboundary commons has been produced, perceived, and experienced by the local 
communities of Chiang Khong can be examined in terms of how territoriality and 
socionatures co-produce the sociophysical spaces of the commons.  Multiple, 
overlapping forms of local, state, and transnational territoriality emerging in historical 
and contemporary times are mutually constituted with the changing sociophysical 
spaces and spatial practices in the commons. Territoriality and socionatures draw 
together complex configurations between nature’s materiality, cultural and ecological 
histories, historical-geographical relationships and material practices, and the political 
economy, producing the challenges facing the management of the commons.  
Through such a perspective, the transboundary commons of the Mekong River is 
shown as not just a space of contestation faced with an inevitable ‘tragedy’ of the 
commons, but also an open and relational space that could possibly facilitate 
cooperation and produce alternative, sustainable development trajectories for the 
common interest of those whose lives are inextricably intertwined with it.   
 
Keywords: Mekong River, Chiang Khong, common pool resources, territoriality, 
historical-geographical materialism, socionatures, conservation, transboundary 
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Thai Script Description 
amphoe อำเภอ 
 
Districts that make up a province of 
Thailand 
anurak อนุรักษ To conserve, to protect 
Ban Hat Bai บ้านหาดบ้ย Village upstream of Ban Mueng Kan 
Ban Mueng Kan  บ้านเมืองญจน Village near the Khon Phi Long 
Ban Pak Ing  บ้านปากอิง Village at the confluence of the Ing River 
and the Mekong River 
buat nam mae nam ing บวชน้ำแม่น้ำอิง Ordination of the Ing River’s waters  
chao baan ชาวบ้าน Thai villagers 
don ดอน Island 
don kau ดอนเกา Reef island 
don sai ดอนทราย Sand island/Sand bar 
hat หาด Beach 
Hat Pak Ngau หาดปากงาว Site of a luang 
Hat Pak Yon หาดปากยอน Site of a luang 
hat sai หาดทราย Sand beach 
Hat Sai Tong หาดทรายทอง Village in between Ban Hat Bai and Ban 
Mueng Kan. Its name means "Beach of 
Golden Sand" as the sand by the Mekong 
River, in bright sunlight, literally glitters as 
a result of the composition of minerals in 
the sand. 
hin หิน Rock 
kaeng แกง Rapids 
kai ไก A freshwater weed that grows on the rapids 
and reefs on the stretch of the Mekong River 
at Chiang Khong-Houay Xay  
kham muang คำเมือง Northern Thai language  
khet anurak เขตอนุรักษ Conservation zone 
khok คก Deep pools where water and sediment are 
trapped in whirlpools 
Khok Saen Phii คกแสนผี An alternative name for the Khon Phi Long 
Khon Phi Long คอนผีหลง The section of rapids two kilometres 
upstream from Ban Mueng Kan, the site of a 
transboundary conservation zone 
lang/luang ลั้ง/ลวง Traditional public fish catching areas on the 
Mekong River, unique to the Mekong-
Lanna region 
mae nam แม่น้ำ River 
ngaan wijai chao baan งามวิจัยชาวบ้าน Thai Baan Research/ Chao Baan Research 
pak  ปาก Mouth 
phaa ผา River cliff 
Phuyaibaan ผู้ใหญ่บ้าน Village Headman 
plaa ปลา Fish 
plaa buek ปลาบึก Mekong giant catfish 
plaa faa mai ปลาฝาไม Mekong freshwater stingray 
! vi 
Rak Chiang Khong รักเชียงของ Community-based organisation in Chiang 
Khong, led by Khruu Thii. Translates into 
‘Love Chiang Khong’ 
sai ทราย Sand 
suan สวน Garden 
[phi tii] suup cha tha  [พิธ] ีสืบชะตา Life-prolonging ceremony 
u thit  อุทิศ Dedication  






1.1 Preamble (I): We Love the Mekong River  
 On the chilly morning of 15 February 2012, my gatekeeper, interpreter, and I 
hopped onto a motorcycle and drove through the winding roads amongst the 
mountains of Chiang Khong, in the Chiang Rai Province of Thailand. Soon, a small, 
unassuming procession of people came into view, walking slowly and quietly in 
single file along the side of the road (Fig. 1.1). The saffron robes of Thai monks and 
the brown robes of Vietnamese monks immediately stood out, and almost everyone 
held up multi-coloured flags, most with the words ‘เรารักเเม่น้ำของ’ [rao rak mae nam 
khong; We Love the Mekong River] printed upon them. This was the Peace Walk for 
the Mekong River, a nine-day walk covering a total of 117km in Chiang Khong 
district. The walk, also known as dhammayatra, aimed to ‘create awareness of 
Mekong River conservation issues by bringing different groups of people together to 
see, listen to and learn about the nature and communities along the river’s course’ 
(IUCN, 21 December 2011).  
 
Figure 1.1. The dhammayatra procession. Left: Thai monks, Right: Vietnamese 
monks [Source: Author’s own] 
 
 
 As I walked along with them, Sunan, a Thai monk, struck up a conversation 
with me. This was the third time he was participating in a dhammayatra. The 
dhammayatra was not meant to preach to villagers, but functioned as a medium for 
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dialogue. They stopped in a different village every night, and opportunities for 
dialogue arose from the villagers’ curiosity, facilitating a discussion about issues 
close to the heart of the villagers. Buddhism plays a key role, as the procession of 
monks conducting their daily morning ritual of collecting offerings, coupled with the 
deep respect that Thai people have for monks immediately draws attention towards 
them. This was the first time monks from different countries were coming together to 
do this, and he said that it would be great if monks from Tibet, China, Burma, Laos, 
and Cambodia could participate. This would have represented the Mekong River’s 
flow from source to mouth.   
 
 That evening, a performance that was put up as part of the dhammayatra 
combined a mixture of peaceful prayers and song led by Vietnamese monks alongside 
strong messages against the potentially destructive impacts of regional development 
plans. A skit put up by students depicted the negative impacts of China’s navigational 
development plans had on the cultural and ecological heritage of Chiang Khong (Fig 
1.2). A painter used bold brush strokes to paint the naga, a mystical serpent central to 
the mythology of the Mekong River, on a blank canvas, afterwards splattering blood-
red paint cutting across the naga, –a strong statement accusing regional development 
such as the construction of large-scale hydropower dams of killing the health, cultural 
heritage, and severing the ecological connectivity of the Mekong River (Fig 1.3). The 





Figure 1.2. A skit put up by students about the destructive impacts of the China-led 
Navigation Channel Improvement Project on Chiang Khong. [Source: Author’s own]  
 
 
Figure 1.3: The naga representing the lifeline of the Mekong River, being severed. 
[Source: Author’s own]  
 
 
1.2 Preamble (II): The Dammed Mekong  
 On 5 November 2012, Laos announced that it was forging ahead with the 
construction of the Xayaburi Dam despite opposition from neighbouring countries 
and environmentalists (Bangkok Post, 6 November 2012; BBC News, 6 November 
2012). The Xayaburi Dam is to be the first mainstream hydropower dam, out of 
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eleven planned mainstream dams, to be built in the Lower Mekong Basin (LMB)1 
(Fig 1.4). Nine out of these eleven planned dams are to be located in Laos, as part of 
Lao’s bid to become the ‘battery’ of Southeast Asia. The project is to be built mostly 
with Thai money. Thai construction company Ch. Karnchang owns a 50 per cent 
stake in the project, Thai company PTT Public Company Limited 25 per cent, the 
Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT) 12.5 per cent (Kate, 5 
November 2012), and four major Thai banks have extended loans to the project.  
Expected to generate 1,260 megawatts of energy, 95% of the power from the USD 
3.5 billion dam will be exported to Thailand (International Rivers, 2011).  
 
 The controversial project was delayed twice in April and December 2011 
when downstream countries Cambodia and Vietnam raised opposition to the dam that 
‘will hit fish stocks and threaten the livelihoods of millions of people downstream 
who depend on the river’ (BBC News, 8 December 2011). Vietnam had 
recommended a ten-year deferment on all Mekong mainstream dam projects in order 
to ‘provide much-needed time for riparian governments to carry out comprehensive 
and more specific quantitative studies on all possible cumulative impacts’ (Watts, 20 
April 2011). However, investigations conducted by NGO International Rivers found 
that on-site construction had already been initiated despite the deferment of the dam 
(International Rivers, 26 June 2012). The Xayaburi Dam will form a barricade across 
an important fish migration route running through Luang Prabang and Chiang Khong, 
located upstream of Luang Prabang.  
 
 The Chiang Khong Conservation Group (CKCG), also known as the Rak 
Chiang Khong [Love Chiang Khong] that organised the dhammayatra is thus 
opposed to the dam (Fig 1.5). The group was part of the ‘Thai People’s Network of !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Comprising Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam. To date, the only mainstream dams 
that have been constructed on the Mekong River are located in China (see Chapter 2).  
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Eight Mekong Provinces’ that brought a lawsuit against EGAT, amongst five Thai 
government entities, in August 2012 in order to bar EGAT from buying electricity 
from the dam unconstitutionally (Kate, 7 August 2012). Chiang Khong is no stranger 
to the problems caused by mainstream Mekong dams, having already been impacted 
by those in China (International Rivers, 2011). The dhammayatra aimed to raise 
awareness of the changes and threats that large-scale infrastructural development, 
capitalising upon the river’s resources for economic cooperation and growth in the 
Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), will inflict upon the Mekong River. The 
dhammayatra is only at the tip of the iceberg of Chiang Khong’s community-led 
environmental conservation initiatives, and trajectories through which these 
initiatives have evolved will be the focus of this thesis.   
 
Figure 1.4: The location of the Xayaburi Dam and its reservoir area [Source: 
International Rivers, 2011: 2] 
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Figure 1.5:  A banner opposing the Xayaburi Dam found next to the Mekong River in 
Chiang Khong, in February 2012 [Source: Author’s own]  
 
1.3 Key Objectives and Research Questions  
 The main objective of this thesis is to uncover how environmental 
degradation and the rise of the environmental movement in Chiang Khong are 
implicated within processes of territorialisation that have adapted to the changing 
ways in which the Mekong River has been shared as a transboundary common-pool 
resource. Resource sharing practices carried out in a borderland commons shift within 
a nexus of socio-ecological assemblages, geopolitical events, and commodification 
processes that are constantly in flux, and mutually implicated with one another to 
produce territoriality. These relationships are further embedded within the spatial-
temporal and historical-geographical perspectives critically questioning Garrett 
Hardin’s ‘tragedy of the commons’. The role of both local communities and 
ecological transformations will be highlighted, in order to show the conditions under 
which the transboundary commons is not just territorialised as a space of resource 




 Chiang Khong as a field site was chosen for the following reasons. First, 
Chiang Khong lies on the Thai-Lao border where the Mekong River serves as a trans-
border resource. Second, Chiang Khong has, over the past few years, become a 
prominent site for generating environmental awareness about the Mekong River due 
to the presence of the Rak Chiang Khong. Third, Chiang Khong has also nurtured the 
growth of community-led environmental conservation with numerous village 
conservation zones found on the Mekong River –some of which are jointly 
maintained with villages in Laos. Chiang Khong thus is an ideal site whereby the 
intersection of transboundary cooperation and contestation over the Mekong River 
have formed shifting and overlapping historical and contemporary territorialities.  
 
This thesis will thus aim to answer the following research question in relation to 
Chiang Khong: 
 
• How have the ways in which the Mekong River has been perceived, 
experienced, and used as a transboundary common pool resource changed 
over the course of history, and why?  
 
The following sub-questions will follow: 
 
• Historically, how have multiple and overlapping processes of 
territorialisation emerged to influence perceptions, practices, and experiences 
the Mekong River commons? 
 
• How are socionatures critically implicated in these processes of 




1.4 Thesis Overview  
 Chapter 2 provides a brief introduction to my field sites, and also foregrounds 
the context in which the Mekong River at Chiang Khong has served as a site of 
territorial contestations both in historical and contemporary times. Chapter 3 presents 
a literature review on common pool resources and offers a conceptual framework 
through which the changing transboundary commons of the Mekong River can be 
analysed.  This conceptual framework will be undergirded by discussions 
surrounding territoriality and socionatures. Chapter 4 gives a methodological account 
of my fieldwork, emphasising language issues and challenges in carrying out cross-
cultural research. Chapters 5 and 6 are empirical chapters that discuss the findings of 
my research through the given conceptual framework. Chapter 5 tracks processes of 
territorialisation in Chiang Khong occurring over the past few decades, examining 
how these processes are rooted in traditional Thai-Lao relationships and ways of 
sharing the river, geopolitical shifts in the borderlands, and the transnational 
enclosure of the river. Chapter 6 examines the ways in which community-led 
environmental conservation in Chiang Khong have shaped new forms of territoriality 
and understandings of socionatures in the borderlands. Chapter 7 concludes the 
thesis, summing up how the co-production of territoriality and socionatures can serve 







2.1 Introduction  
 The Mekong River is the longest river in Southeast Asia (Lebel et al., 2007) 
and the 22nd largest river basin worldwide (Campbell, 2009). The Mekong River 
transverses six countries, its watershed of 795,000 square kilometres (MRC, 2003; 
Costa-Cabral et al., 2007) comprising ‘a very small percentage of the territory of the 
people’s Republic of China, four percent of Myanmar [Burma], 97 percent of Lao 
PDR, 36 percent of Thailand, 86 percent of Cambodia and 20 percent of Vietnam’ 
(Lebel et al., 2007: xiii). Intertwined with the rich histories of the region, the Mekong 
River has played a central role in the rise and fall of empires that inhabited the 
Mekong’s riverbanks (Osborne, 2006; Campbell, 2009). The Upper Mekong Basin is 
composed of Burma and China’s Yunnan province, (the section of the river is known 
as the Lancang Jiang in China) and the Lower Mekong Basin (LMB) comprises 
Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam.  
 
 This research is based on Chiang Khong district, located in the Chiang Rai 
province of Thailand. Chiang Khong is situated on the upper reaches of the LMB 
where the Mekong River forms the border between Northern Thailand and Northern 
Laos. Chiang Khong has been located at the heart of territorial contestations both due 
to its strategic position and its biophysical characteristics. During the pre-colonial and 
colonial periods, such contestations surrounded trading opportunities. In 
contemporary times, contestations have taken on an environmental angle due to the 
central role that the resources of the Mekong River occupy within the GMS 
development plans. This chapter aims to provide an introduction to the district of the 
Chiang Khong, while situating resource-based livelihoods and its associated 
environmental movement within these contestations in the borderland.  
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2.2 Chiang Khong: Geological History and Biophysical Characteristics 
 Chiang Khong is located in the physiographic region known as the Northern 
Highlands (Gupta, 2009; MRC, 2010), where the Mekong River shifts between 
narrow valleys and wider sections with narrow floodplains (Hubbel, 1999; Gupta, 
2009), and where the river channel is characterised by ‘steep-sided bedrock cut 
channels’ (MRC, 2010: 10; Fig 2.1). Tectonic forces such as folding and faulting 
during the Quaternary period2, along with river incision and development of the 
monsoon climate are responsible for much of the landscape formation (Carling, 2009; 
Gupta, 2009), including the rapids in the river channel (Wood et al, 2008). Many 
large tributaries enter the Mekong River along this physiographic region (Hubbel, 
1999; MRC, 2010; Santasombat, 2011), including the Ing River that flows through 
part of Chiang Khong district.  Chiang Khong itself lies ‘at the head of a long narrow 











2 The most recent period within the Cenozoic Era, spanning from 2.6 million years ago to the 
present (GSA, 2009) 
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Figure 2.1. The Khon Phi Long rapids in the Mekong River at Chiang Khong. Also 
seen is a flat river basin surrounded by mountains, and its rocky river channel. The 
photo above was taken in August 2011 (rainy season), and the photo below was taken 
in January 2012 (dry season).  [Source: Author’s Own] 
 
 
 Fish migrations and spawning are particularly significant for Chiang Khong, 
as critical fish spawning habitats are found within nine large rapids alternating with 
deep pools in the 175-kilometre stretch of the river upstream from Chiang Khong 
(Hubbel, 1999), along with the floodplains formed by the Mekong’s tributaries 
(Poulsen et al., 2002). One particular section of these rapids is named Khon Phi Long 
(Fig 2.1). Chiang Khong is located just downstream of the port of Chiang Saen, and 
within the Upper Mekong migration system, one of the three major migration systems 
characterising the Mekong River3 (Poulsen et al., 2002; Baran, 2006; Fig. 2.2).  Fish 
migrations respond to ‘triggers’ closely tied to the flood-pulse hydrology of the river, 
a natural rhythm driven by seasonal monsoons (Poulsen et al., 2002; Sverdrup-
Jensen, 2002; Baran, 2006). The Upper Mekong system mainly comprises migrations 
that take place with the onset of the rainy season, whereby fish leave their dry season 
refuge habitats on the main river channel for spawning grounds upstream (Poulsen et 
al., 2002; Baran, 2006).  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 These migration systems do not correspond to the classifications of the Upper and Lower 
Mekong Basin mentioned in Section 2.1 
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Figure 2.2. The three major fish migration systems in the Lower Mekong Basin 
[Source: Baran, 2006: 6] 
 
 
2.3 Introducing Ban Mueng Kan and Ban Pak Ing 
2.3.1 Livelihoods and Ecological Areas 
 The two villages examined in this thesis are Ban Mueng Kan and Ban Pak 
Ing (Fig 2.3). Their livelihoods are centred on farming crops that are generally rotated 
every three months. Some villagers also have gardens [suan] producing an assortment 
of fruits and vegetables. Fishing is a secondary occupation that appears to take place 
between April and October, straddling both the dry season (December to May) and 
rainy season (June to November). During the dry season, villagers trap fish migrating 
from small inland channels into the Mekong River. The rapids and reefs are both a 
source of food and shelter for the fish, due to the presence of kai, a freshwater weed 
that grows in shallow waters on kaeng [rapids] and pebbles from January to March, 
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and where khok [deep pools where water and sediment are trapped in whirlpools] and 
wang [areas of deep water] act as dry-season refuges. The dry season allows villagers 
in both Thailand and Laos to fashion riverbank gardens on exposed don sai [sand 
islands] and hat sai [sand beaches] in the Mekong River (LRS and CKCG, 2006). 
Most women on both banks also pick kai then. The onset of the rainy season triggers 
fish to leave their refuges for inland channels, swamps, and rice fields, which then 
also serve as fishing grounds.  
 
 
Figure 2.3. Location of Ban Mueng Kan, Chiang Khong and Ban Pak Ing in relation 
to one another along the Mekong River (Note that the solid grey line representing 
international borders is aligned with the thick blue line representing the Mekong 
River) [Source: Google Maps]  
 
 
2.3.2 Ban Mueng Kan and the Khon Phi Long 
 Ban Mueng Kan (Fig 2.4) is located 15 kilometres from Chiang Khong and 
has a population of 321 people. According to the Phuyaibaan [village headman] 90% 
of the villagers are farmers, and the majority of my respondents listed farming rice, 
corn, beans, tobacco and rubber trees4 as their primary occupations. Vegetables are 
also grown for their own consumption. Many of them used to engage with fishing in 
the past, though at present it appears to be a peripheral activity carried out only 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Mostly grown commercially –although rice is also grown for subsistence. Other sources of 
village income come from aquaculture, handicrafts, garments, handmade furniture production, 





during their free time. Women also pick kai (Fig. 2.5), and make brooms out of plants 
found in the jungle in January and February. Ban Mueng Kan is located about 2km 
downstream from the Khon Phi Long. The Khon Phi Long was identified by my 
respondents to be one of their main fishing sites, in addition to small channels leading 
to the Mekong River.  
 
 The Khon Phi Long is also a site of cultural and religious significance, and 
loosely translates as ‘waterfall (as the water flows over the rapids) of lost ghosts’. In 
the past the Tai-Lue people would place the deceased and offerings on a bamboo raft, 
and float it down the Mekong River as part of the deceased’s final journey to heaven. 
However, the bodies would get trapped in the rapids and whirlpools that caused the 
bamboo raft to overturn, eventually emerging onto the don sai. The Pha Phra is a 
sacred rock on the Lao side of the river upon which an image of a Buddha is 
engraved, a dedication [u-thit] to a Laotian king’s son who had drowned in a boat 
accident at that exact site during the Lanna period (Fig 2.6). The deepest section of 
these rapids is located on the north side of the Pha Phra, estimated to be more than 
50 metres deep (MLNRCCN, 2010).  This is the site of a transboundary conservation 
zone spanning the width of the river.  
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Figure 2.4. Location of Ban Mueng Kan (residential areas shaded in Pink) and the 












2.3.3 Ban Pak Ing and the Ing River  
 Ban Pak Ing is located at the mouth of the Ing River5, which originates in the 
Phayao Province of Thailand (Fig 2.7). Its residents are descended from those who 
‘migrated from Luang Prabang and other parts of northern Laos over a century ago.’ 
(Santasombat, 2011: 118). Ban Pak Ing Tai has a population of 199 people, of which 
70% carry out farming, and 30% carry out fishing as their primary occupations. The 
Phuyaibaan noted that ten years ago, these numbers were reversed –70% of the 
population carried out fishing as their primary occupation, and 30% were engaged in 
farming. The crops grown on the floodplains of the Ing River are composed of rice, 
corn, beans and tobacco.  
 
 The confluence between the waters of the warm Ing River and the cold 
Mekong River is ‘a natural fishery of [the] Mekong River’ (MLNRCCN, 2010: 5), 
along with spawning grounds located in surrounding flooded riverine forests and 
inland ponds and swamps during the rainy season (Liu, 30 June 2006). Fish migrate 
in and out of the Ing River through this confluence during the rainy and dry season !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 ‘Pak’ means ‘mouth’, and thus ‘Pak Ing’ literally means the mouth of the Ing River.  
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respectively. A 200-metre conservation zone was established at the mouth of the Ing 
River in 2000 (Fig 2.7 and Fig 2.8). Today, villagers fish outside of the conservation 
zone in the Ing River or the stretch of the Mekong River downstream of Ban Pak Ing, 
which contains hat sai alternating with don kau [reef islands] and don sai. The 




Figure 2.7. Location of Ban Pak Ing (residential areas shaded in blue) and the 
conservation zone at the confluence of the Ing River and the Mekong River (shaded 




Figure 2.8. The Ing River (foreground) meeting the Mekong River (background). The 





2.4 The Borderlands of Chiang Khong: Historical Background 
 Struggles over territory in Chiang Khong were carried out by numerous pre-
colonial states. By the 1830s, the tributary state of Nan was ‘one of the main centres 
in northern Siam, its nineteenth century prosperity reinforced by a series of upper-
Mekong military campaigns’ carried out on the Mekong River’s east bank (Walker, 
1999: 30). Chiang Khong was a node within one of Nan’s trade routes that ran 
through its trans-Mekong territories between Yunnan and Thailand, and was an 
important trade outpost and strategic crossing point across the Mekong River. Chiang 
Khong’s ‘profitable position’ (ibid: 33) meant that the both banks of the Mekong 
River in its vicinity ‘became an arena for territorial competition’ (ibid: 34) from the 
1850s onwards, whereby other centres of power such as Kengtung, Muangsing, 
Chiang Saen and Luang Phrabang attempted to subvert regional trade.  
 
 The 1880s ushered in French attempts to lay claim to the Mekong River’s 
east territories in order to create Indo-China and subvert trade routes, thus motivating 
Siam to contest these claims by employing modern state-making techniques of 
delineating and demarcating the geo-body of Siam (Winichakul, 1994; Ivarsson, 
2008). However, Siam’s claims to these territories were defeated in 1893 with 
France’s infamous use of gun-boat diplomacy (Walker, 1999). The signing of the 
Treaty of Peace and Convention between France and Siam on 3 October 1893 meant 
that Siam renounced all rights to these territories, as well as to all the islands in the 
river (Office of the Geographer, 1962). The international boundary between Thailand 
and Laos was thus created, and in 1926 the boundary was modified taking into 





Table 2.1. Convention for the Regulation of Relations between Siam and Indo-China 
signed at Bangkok on August 25, 1926. [Source: Office of the Geographer, 1962] 
The convention altered the boundary in the Mekong in the sense that the thalweg of 
the river was to be followed except where islands exist. In this event the islands were 
to adhere to Laos and "in those parts of its course in which the Mekong is divided 
into several branches by islands separated from the Siamese shore at any time of the 
year by running water, the boundary line is formed by the thalweg of the branch 
nearest to the Siamese shore." The Convention further added "At those points where 
the filling up with sand or the drying up of the branch of the river nearest to the 
Siamese shore would permanently attach to such shore islands formerly separated 
from it, the boundary line would, in principle, follow the former thalweg of said 
branch of the river thus filled up with sand or dried up." 
 
 
2.5 Chiang Khong and the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) 
 The GMS was created by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) in 1992 and 
conceptualised as a ‘natural economic region’ (Glassman, 2010; ADB, 2010a; ADB, 
2012) bridging the six countries of the Mekong Basin (ADB, 2007; ADB, 2009; 
ADB, 2010a), based upon ‘shared histories and cultures’ (ADB, 2010a: 2). The GMS 
can be thought of as a formal articulation of the vision to transform a ‘Cold War 
“front line” into a “corridor of commerce” (Bakker, 1999: 209) and from a 
‘battlefield to a marketplace’ (Hirsch, 2001; Glassman, 2010; 2011, Fig 2.9). The 
GMS has since emerged as the ‘dominant geopolitical vision of the Mekong as an 
engine of regional development’ (Sneddon and Fox, 2006: 187). Emphasis on 
achieving connectivity in the GMS (Oehlers, 2006) can be evinced from plans for the 
construction of Mekong Power Grid (International Rivers, 2006) and the forging of 
transport links.  
 
 Chiang Rai was identified as Thailand’s first special economic zone due to its 
proximity and potential connectivity to the borderlands of Laos, Burma and China 
through Mekong River trade routes (Masviriyakul, 2004). The port of Chiang Khong 
now lies strategically within the North-South Economic Corridor of the GMS (ADB, 
2010b), and the Chiang Khong (Thailand) –Houay Xay (Laos) border crossing is a 
key point within the Western Sub-corridor (ADB, 2010c). In 1993, ‘Houay Xay was 
upgraded to an international border crossing… serving as an important symbol of 
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upper-Mekong cooperation’ (Walker, 1999: 70). The Chiang Rai Special Border 
Economic Zone Study Project was implemented in 2000 and works in tandem with 




Figure 2.9. The GMS Economic Corridors envisioned to bring about connectivity and 
cooperation in the region. [Source: ADB, 2010b] 
 
 
2.5.1 Navigation Improvement in the Golden Quadrangle 
 In 1994, the Quadripartite Economic Cooperation (QEC) Plan created 
guidelines for navigation and a ‘free- navigation’ agreement on the Upper Mekong 
(SEARIN, 2003; Hensengerth, 2009). Put into place in 2001 (Hensengerth, 2009), the 
QEC incorporates the four countries sharing the Mekong’s upstream –Thailand, Laos, 
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Burma and China’s Yunnan Province (Sithirith, 2005). These countries had jointly 
investigated the navigational potential of the river (SEARIN, 2003; Hensengerth, 
2009). Drafted in September 2001, the Navigation Channel Improvement Project 
(NCIP) aimed to blast rapids and sandbanks obstructing a 331km portion of the 
shipping route located between Simao (Yunnan) and Luang Prabang (Laos) (TEI, 
n.d.; SEARIN, 2003; Mirumachi and Nakayama, 2007; Fig 2.10). Phase 1 and 2 of 
the project involved the blasting of rapids in Chiang Khong, of which the Khon Phi 
Long rapids were scheduled to be blasted by March 2004 (SEARIN, 2003, Table 2.2).  
 
Table 2.2. Navigation Channel Improvement Project Phases (TEI, n.d. and 
Mirumachi and Nakayama, 2007) 
Phase One The removal/dynamiting of 11 rapids and 10 reefs to ensure 
that vessels of up to 150 DWT can navigate the channel safely 
for at least 95% of the year.  
Phase Two The removal/dynamiting of rapids and 51 shoals to ensure that 
vessels of up to 300 DWT can navigate the channel safely for at 
least 95% of the year.  
Phase Three Canalization of the river channel to allow vessels of 500 x 4 





Fig 2.10. Map of the 331km section of the Mekong River that would be cleared under 





 Led by the Rak Chiang Khong, headed by Niwat Roikaew (also known as 
Khruu Thii), in May 2002, villagers submitted a petition to the Thai Environmental 
Senate Committee concerning the negative impacts of the project to the environment 
and their livelihoods (SEARIN, 2003; Hensengerth, 2009). In July 2002, the Thai 
Ministry of Defence raised concerns that a faster, flowing river may alter the Thai-
Lao international border (TEI, n.d.; SEARIN, 2003; Hensengerth, 2009), leading to 
the temporary suspension of the project to allow the Ministry to define the 
international boundary (SEARIN, 2003). Increasing attention was focused on the 
environmental movement led by the Rak Chiang Khong, who noted the already 
adverse impacts from the blasting of rapids upstream (Ekachai, 27 June 2005; 
Bangkok Post, 13 March 2006). On 8th April 2003, the Thai cabinet made calls for a 
new Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) led by the Thai government, and also 
approved a resolution tentatively stopping the blasting of the Khon Phi Long (TEI, 
n.d.; SEARIN, 2003; Mirumachi and Nakayama, 2007; Hensengerth, 2009). In 2003, 
it was announced that China would not be carrying on with the project past its first 
stage (SEARIN, 2003; Onishi, 2011).  
 
2.5.2 Hydropower Development: The Chinese Cascade  
 The GMS has historically pursued regional power trading through 
hydropower development to even out the regional inequalities between electricity 
demand and economic resources available for power production (ADB, 2005). 
Hydropower development on the Mekong has always been ‘enmeshed in a complex 
and shifting geopolitical and eco-political landscape’ (Hirsch, 2010: 312), despite the 
vision for seamless power connectivity in the GMS. At present, the only existing 
mainstream Mekong dams are located in China. As of 2012, five out of their eight 
planned dams are operational–the Manwan dam in 1994, the Dachaoshan dam in 
2002, the Jinghong dam in 2006, the Xiaowan dam in 2010 and the Nuozhadu dam in 
2012.  The Xiaowan Dam and the Nuozhadu Dam have some of the world’s largest 
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reservoirs (Cronin and Hamlin, 2012). The electricity generated will flow into the 
Mekong Power Grid, supplying the southern provinces of China, and also exported 
from the Jinghong dam to Thailand (Roberts, 2001; Dore, 2003; Goh, 2004). 
Proponents of the Lancang cascade also cite benefits such as flood control during the 
wet season, increasing water flow during the dry season, and improving navigation 
for ships (Roberts, 2001; Goh, 2004).  
 
 The Lancang cascade has been at the centre of much controversy in the GMS, 
being blamed for disrupting the seasonal and predictable rise and fall of water levels 
that the health of wild-capture fisheries in Chiang Khong are dependent on (Bangkok 
Post, 13 March 2006). Suspicion was cast onto Chinese dams especially in March 
2010 when Northern Thailand was hit by its worst drought in 20 years, during which 
the water levels in the Mekong River dropped to a 50-year low (Son, 6 April 2010; 
Macan-Markar, 1 June 2010; Marks, 1 August 2011). Villagers faced problems 
carrying out their day-to-day river-dependent livelihoods (The Straits Times, 26 
March 2010; Marks, 1 August 2011). River trade between Yunnan and Chiang Saen 
grounded to a halt as the river had almost run completely dry (Asia Pulse, 26 
February 2010; Patrikainen, 26 February 2010). This was not the first incident of its 
kind, as an especially bad drought that took place between 1992-1993 coincided with 
the commissioning of the Manwan dam (Deetes and Middleton, 31 March 2010). 
 
2.5.3 The Rise of Chiang Khong’s environmental movement  
 The NCIP and the Lancang Cascade have cast Chiang Khong’s 
environmental movement in the spotlight. The Rak Chiang Khong has become a 
strong mobilising force in driving community-based conservation efforts in the 
district, especially when faced with environmentally destructive GMS development 
projects  (Ekachai, 27 June 2005; Wongruang, 2 July 2005). The two main 
conservation methods used by the Rak Chiang Khong are i) the carrying out of 
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community-based research (Thai Baan Research) and ii) the establishment of 
conservation zones. The Mekong Giant Catfish, which can be found in Chiang 
Khong, has been identified by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) and the World Wide Fund for Nature’s (WWF) as one of the flagship species 
for conservation in the Mekong River (WWF, n.d.), and has also been the target of 
both local and state conservation efforts (Ngamkham, 23 April 2006; Wongruang, 15 
May 2006).   
 
2.6 Conclusion 
 The borderlands of Chiang Khong viewed through a historical lens can be 
seen to have been characterised by dynamism and flux, as territorial contestations by 
different actors have played out in a multitude of ways. Ironically, the ‘marketplace’ 
that was being envisioned has the potential to turn into a battlefield over the natural 
resources that the Mekong River provides to the different stakeholders in the Mekong 
Basin. Chiang Khong has been impacted by the creation of the GMS, being 
envisioned as a node within paths of interconnectivity, capitalising on the flows of 
capital across national boundaries and the creation of frictionless trading routes. 
However, Chiang Khong is now also a hotly contested ground where ecological 
transformations resulting from GMS developments threaten everyday livelihoods 
dependent upon the Mekong River’s ecological health. The Mekong River is 











 Hirsch (2006: 105) has described the Mekong River as a ‘bioregional 
transboundary commons’, whereby the transboundary river can be thought of as a 
common good or common property. The commons of Chiang Khong have been 
facing new challenges with the advent of transboundary developments that have 
altered the transboundary ecological systems of the Mekong River. The ways in 
which local communities attempt to reclaim the commons are impacted by specific 
historical-geographies of the area, resulting in particular ways of understanding and 
representing their relationships with the Mekong River, often in relation to competing 
users of the river. Community-based initiatives in Chiang Khong can be seen as an 
attempt to exclude undesirable appropriators of the Mekong River’s resources in 
order to protect ecological systems that constitute their cultural and social heritage. I 
aim to show how the reclaiming of common pool resources (CPRs) by local 
communities can be conceptualised through the lens of spatial exclusions and 
socionatures. Territoriality in the commons reveals how these local claims on 
resources are manifested spatially, built upon the webs of relationships between both 
humans and non-humans. 
 
3.2 Common Pool Resources  
‘The term commons is used in everyday language to refer 
to a diversity of resources or facilities as well as to 
property institutions that involve some aspect of joint 
ownership or access… [common pool resources are] a 
valued natural or human-made facility that is available to 
more than one person and is subject to degradation as a 
result of overuse…’ [original emphasis] (Dietz et al., 
2002: 18) 
 
 Dietz et al. (2002) have stressed the importance of studying CPRs for both 
their practical and theoretical applications to environmental problems. The literature 
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surrounding CPRs is a long-established one, stemming from Garret Hardin’s 
influential ‘tragedy of the commons’ thesis in 1968. Hardin’s tragedy is grounded in 
neo-classical economics, which views humans as self-interested rational beings, and 
also in Malthusian theory that posits an inverse relationship between natural resources 
and population growth (Feeny et al., 1998, Dietz et al., 2002). When put together, 
these two factors supposedly spell disaster for the commons: ‘Therein is the tragedy… 
Ruin is the destination toward which all men rush, each pursuing his own best interest 
in a society that believes in the freedom of the commons. Freedom in a commons 
brings ruin to all’ (Hardin, 1998: 7). While this has arguably been a compelling 
argument, other influential commons theorists have argued for more nuanced 
conceptualisations of CPRs (Feeny et al., 1998; Ostrom, 1998a; Dietz et al., 2002; 
Stern et al., 2002).  
 
 A critique of Hardin’s work is its lack of distinction between CPRs and open-
access resources (Dietz et al., 2002). CPRs are distinguished by two characteristics, 
the first being rivalness or subtractibility, and the second being excludability (Feeny et 
al., 1998; Barkin and Shambaugh, 1999; Dol!ak and Ostrom, 2003). First, rivalness or 
subtractibility of benefits means that the extraction of the good will have a negative 
impact on other resource users. Second, excludability refers to the ability of certain 
CPR users to exclude access to the good, unlike in open access regimes. While 
subtractibility points towards walking the path of tragedy, excludability highlights the 
potential of institutional practices to regulate CPRs (Dol!ak and Ostrom, 2003). This 
has turned the tables on the inevitable tragedy facing the commons, focusing instead 
upon the successful management of the commons through institutional means 
(Agrawal, 2001; 2002; McCay, 2002; Dol!ak et al., 2003; Dol!ak and Ostrom, 2003).  
 
 In particular, the ‘local’ commons is a key area of concern as ‘relentless 
narratives of decline and degradation of traditional common-pool resources conceal 
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the emergence of new common resources and new avenues of local collective action’ 
(Bardhan and Ray, 2008: 4). The successful management of CPRs does not have to lie 
within state-controlled or privatised regimes of property, as originally suggested by 
Hardin (Ostrom, 1990; Feeny et al., 1998).  Community institutions have thus been 
seriously studied, as shown by Agrawal (2001; 2002; 2003) who critically adapted and 
synthesised the seminal works of Wade, Ostrom, and Baland and Platteau. However, 
the term ‘local community’, if homogeneously represented, ‘ignore[s] the critical 
interests and processes within communities, and between communities and other 
social actors’ (Agrawal and Gibson, 1999: 633).  Rather, local communities can be 
understood as ‘comprised of shifting local networks that express local power relations 
and that can include both local NGOs and state institutions’ (Vandergeest, 2008: 221). 
 
3.3 Theorising the Commons 
“But until a theoretical explanation –based on human 
choice –for self-organized and self-governed enterprises 
is fully developed and accepted, major policy decisions 
will continue to be undertaken with a presumption that 
individuals cannot organize themselves and always need 
to be organized by external authorities” (Ostrom, 1990: 
25) 
 
 Theorising CPRs more than often involves questioning the institutional 
mechanisms through which the sustainable governance of the local commons can be 
achieved. Sustainability and equity issues surrounding resource sharing has spurred 
interrogations of the triad between private, communal, and state ownership through 
investigating ‘underlying rights and powers of access, use, management, exclusion, 
and transferability that are conferred through rules governing resources’ (Agrawal, 
2001: 1650). CPRs have been studied through a variety of sometimes overlapping 
social science approaches, and ‘have been almost exclusively the concern of students 
of economics, ecology, anthropology, and policy analysis’ (Buck, 1998: 29). Here I 
present two contrasting approaches between economics and anthropology/political 
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science, which is also a reflection of the evolution of CPR theorisation since Hardin’s 
Tragedy of the Commons.  
 
 Theorising the commons has traditionally come under the purview of 
economists, who have attempted to model the factors underlying commons 
institutions and processes of cooperation, Hardin’s Tragedy being one of these 
influential economic models (Ostrom, 1990). These models are undergirded by 
economic rationale –with a focus on methodological individualism, outcomes, and 
the principle of parsimony6 (Bardhan and Ray, 2008). These are driven by the notion 
of a self-interested, rational individual, capable of either undermining one another 
while inducing a tragedy of the commons, or banding together for the ‘collective’ 
welfare based on the convergence of these individual behaviours (Hardin, 1998; 
Olson, 1998; Ostrom, 1998a; McCay, 2002). Economic models have been powerful 
tools in forming the foundation upon which policymakers stand (Ostrom, 1990; 
1998a; Mosse, 2008).  
 
 However, Ostrom (1998a: 100) notes that such models are ‘dangerous’, as 
empirical settings are a lot more complex than the assumptions that underlie 
economic models. Anthropologists have thus focused on agency, processes, and 
complexity as opposed to individualism, outcomes, and parsimony respectively 
(Bardhan and Ray, 2008).  As such, these authors who have utilised alternative 
approaches in examining CPRs (see Berkes, 1985) question the efficacy of economic 
models. Emphasising the social, these approaches ranging from anthropology to 
political science delve into the social elements, relationships and processes driving 
the sustainability of CPR institutions and collective action –such as that of social 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 The principle of parsimony is also known as Occam’s razor –if there are two theories with 
equal explanatory power, we should choose the one with fewer assumptions. (Bardhan and 
Ray, 2008: 15) 
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capital (Mosse, 2008), politics (Agrawal, 2003; 2008), reciprocity/trust (Ostrom, 
1998b) and symbolic public goods (Rao, 2008).  
 
 Causal relationships and social categories are also interrogated as additional 
variables and dimensions are layered onto analyses of the commons, as opposed to 
simplified and assumptive models. The variables upon which the sustainability of 
CPR institutions are contingent can no longer be taken for granted or be perfectly 
predicted, though there have been attempts to do so through the institutional 
framework (Ostrom, 1990; 1998a; Agrawal, 2001; 2007; 2008; see Table 3.1).  
Theorising the commons is challenging because of the strong emphasis placed on 
empirical studies, which is critical due to its practical implications for policy and 
(self) governance on issues surrounding CPRs (Ostrom, 1990). The empirical and 
theoretical are closely intertwined around one another, and relates to the messiness, 
contingencies and uniqueness of each case study. Thus, it is absolutely critical for 
grounded work on the commons to be carried out in tandem with theorisation.  
 
 However, a systematic theorisation of the commons remains absent in 
geography ‘despite the fact that resource issues, human/environmental interaction, 
and spatial relations have all formed long and important traditions in geographic 
thought’ (Giordano, 2003: 365). The tradition of studies on resource conflict and 
property rights approach the commons tangentially, although this is indicative that the 
study of CPRs is inherently geographical. Geographical studies specifically targeting 
the commons have covered a variety of perspectives including boundaries (Olson, 
2010; Brewer, 2012), state intervention (Young, 2001), geopolitical genetics 
(Campbell and Godfrey, 2010), scale (Giordano, 2003), and the political geographies 
of war and violence (Korf and Fünfgeld, 2006). While not adhering to any systematic 
geographical theorisation, these studies are bound together by a common thread: the 
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questioning of common-property institutions and theory through interrogating the 
mechanisms of spatial contestations.  
 
 In this thesis, the examination of spatial contestations surrounding CPRs will 
follow two themes. First, as one of the main features of CPRs is their excludability, 
this element of exclusion is carried over into the management of CPRs, necessitating 
spatial strategies and some degree of spatial exclusion and contestation. Second, 
CPRs often comprise complex human-environment interactions, which has also 
traditionally been a strong concern in the discipline of geography. While the 
approaches in this section aim to elucidate the mechanisms through which the 
sustainable commons are maintained, I aim to show how an examination of 
exclusionary mechanisms/territoriality (Section 3.5) and socio-natures (Section 3.7) 
may be useful in understanding the production of the transboundary Mekong River 
commons.  
 
Table 3.1. Critical enabling conditions for sustainability on the commons (Agrawal, 
2008: 55) 
1. Resource system characteristics 
a. Small size 
b. Well-defined boundaries 
c. Low levels of mobility 
d. Possibilities of storage of benefits from the resource 
e. Predictability 
2. Group characteristics 
a. Small size 
b. Clearly defined boundaries  
c. Shared norms 
d. Past successful experiences –social capital 
e. Appropriate leadership –young, familiar with changing external 
environments, connected to local traditional elite 
f. Interdependence among group members 
g. Heterogeneity of endowments, homogeneity of identities and interests 
h. Low levels of poverty 
  
         (1 and 2) Relationship between resource system characteristics and group 
characteristics 
a. Overlap between user group residential location and resource location 
b. High levels of dependence by group members on resource system 
c. Fairness in allocation of benefits from common resources 
d. Low levels of user demand 
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3. Institutional arrangements 
a. Rules are simple and easy to understand 
b. Locally devised access and management rules 
c. Ease in enforcement of rules 
d. Graduated sanctions 
e. Availability of low-cost adjudication 
f. Accountability of monitors and other officials to users 
 
        (1 and 3) Relationship between resource system and institutional arrangements 
a. Match restrictions on harvests to regeneration of resources 
 
4. External environment 
a. Technology 
i. Low-cost exclusion technology 
ii. Time for adaptation to new technologies related to the commons 
b. Low levels of articulation with external markets 
c. Gradual change in articulation with external markets 
d. State: 
i. Central governments should not undermine local authority 
ii. Supportive external sanctioning institutions 
iii. Appropriate levels of external aid to compensate local users for 
conservation activities 





3.4 The Mekong River as a Transboundary Commons 
 A transboundary commons has a higher and more diverse range of demands 
imposed upon it, and the heterogeneity of ‘social, cultural, and economic preferences 
across countries’ (Mitchell, 1999: 32) also complicates its management. On the one 
hand, the Mekong River’s local communities are dependent upon the river’s water, 
fisheries, land and forest resources for food and livelihoods (Ahmed and Hirsch, 
2000). On the other hand, it is also framed within the GMS as an unexploited resource 
that should be harnessed for growth (Öjendal, 1995; Bakker, 1999; Ahmed and 
Hirsch, 2000). Thus, while the commons ‘implies shared interests based on a degree 
of common vision’, they paradoxically also are sites of conflict (Ahmed and Hirsch, 
2000: 6). This conflict is exacerbated when the geopolitical simplification of the basin 
as a ‘natural’ watercourse binding its riparian states ‘both generates and sustains the 
power of states to carve out and favour certain political scales (the transnational 
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basin) and alter biophysical relationships in the name of sovereignty’ [original 
emphasis] (Sneddon and Fox, 2006: 192).  
 
 State-centric development of the Mekong River through inter-state 
cooperation primarily views water as the common resource (Hirsch, 2006; Sneddon 
and Fox, 2006). This perspective is perpetuated through regional institutional 
mechanisms such as the 1995 Mekong Agreement (Sneddon and Fox, 2006) and the 
Mekong Water Resource Assistance Strategy (MWRAS) whose focus is almost 
unequivocally on water resources and hydrology, not ecological systems (AMRC, 
2007, Middleton, 2011). This neglects fisheries, another valued resource of the 
Mekong River (Friend et al., 2009). This oversight of biophysical processes central to 
the health of fisheries serves as a potential point of contestation. These processes are 
necessary for the maintenance of river, forest and wetland systems critical to creating 
ecological services such as healthy fisheries and fertile agricultural grounds for local 
communities (Ahmed and Hirsch, 2000), and may be negatively impacted by 
development purely focused upon water (AMRC, 2007; Middleton, 2011). 
 
 The management of the Mekong River commons is also complicated through 
the intricate interplay of biophysical and hydrological processes producing different 
types of resources valued by different parties. Scalar politics reveals the disjuncture 
between large infrastructural projects and the lived realities of riparian communities 
on the Mekong. The variegated stakeholders of the Mekong River basin are inevitably 
pulled into scale-making projects (Sneddon and Fox, 2008), whereby water 
governance institutions and agendas centred on regional and state levels (Hirsch, 
2006; Dore and Lebel, 2010) are inextricably wound around the struggles of local 
communities who work to find their footing within the complex regional 
environmental politics (Hirsch, 2001; Sneddon and Fox, 2008). The simultaneous 
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overlapping and intertwining scales are not just spatial, but also temporal, and not just 
human, but also biophysical (Geores, 2003; Dore and Lebel, 2010; Fig 3.1). 
 
 Ecosystem services are also produced at multiple scales (Berkes, 2002; Geores, 
2003), complicating matters as ‘jurisdictional boundaries rarely coincide with 
ecosystem boundaries’ (Berkes, 2002: 316). Dolsak et al. (2003: 339) have 
recognised ‘the need for multiscale research that is spatially and temporally explicit’, 
especially when resources are migratory (circulatory movement) or fugitive 
(unidirectional movement) and cross international boundaries. Thus, ‘[d]efinitions of 
“stakeholders” are contested, for it is difficult to place clear boundaries on who is 
affected by the use of the resource’ (ibid: 344). Hirsch (2006) notes that ‘without a 
scale sensitivity to what commonality of interest and the commons themselves mean 
and imply, there is a tendency for the transnational (i.e. broad-scale) commons to 
dominate and become tied closely to a mainstream developmentalism’. The factors 
that might lead to the sustainable management of the transboundary Mekong River 
commons will differ greatly from that of the local commons (Table 3.1), and will 
have to be elicited as well.  
 
Figure 3.1: The spatial and temporal scales that create the complex environmental 




3.5 Exclusion in the Commons 
‘Excludability refers to the ability of one beneficiary to 
exclude others from access to the good. Nonexcludability 
thus means that once the good is available to anyone, no 
one else can be excluded from benefiting from it. Unlike 
the characteristic of rivalness, excludability is usually 
seen as not entirely intrinsic to the good, but contingent 
on social arrangements…’ [emphasis added]” (Barkin 
and Shambaugh, 1999: 4)  
 
 Exclusion in the commons can be examined as both as a characteristic of the 
commons and in terms of spatial exclusions. Excludability, or control of access 
(Feeny et al., 1998) is one of the defining features of CPRs.   CPRs are characterised 
by a low level of excludability, or nonexcludability (Ostrom et al., 1994; Feeny et al., 
1998; Barkin and Shambaugh, 1999; Giordano, 2003). For example, it is difficult to 
exclude potential users from resources that straddle multiple national borders (Barkin 
and Shambaugh, 1999). This ‘leads to CPRs being used by multiple individuals, with 
severe restrictions on the ability to effectively limit use’ (Ostrom et al., 1994: 8). The 
other core feature of CPRs is that of subtractibility, whereby the appropriation of the 
resource by one user will negatively impact another. As CPRs are characterised by 
low excludability and subtractibility, the challenge lies in managing the provision of 
the resource by overseeing the behaviours of its appropriators in order to limit 
conflict (Ostrom, 1990; Ostrom et al., 1994).  
 
 Hall, Hirsch and Li (2011) have explored multiple dimensions of the term 
‘exclusion’ in their book, Powers of Exclusion: Land Dilemmas in Southeast Asia. To 
them, ‘exclusion’ is conventionally a normative term that is often referred to 
negatively as a condition or a process in which land access is restricted or whereby 
the poor are forcibly evicted from their land respectively. Social geography has also 
conventionally dealt directly with the negative value judgements attached to 
exclusion (see Sibley, 1995; Hubbard, 2005) in opposition to ‘inclusion’. It highlights 
how people on the margins of society are subject to socio-spatial exclusion due to the 
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‘domination of space’ exerted by ‘hegemonic culture’ (Sibley, 1995: x). These 
‘exclusionary spaces’ are undergirded by ideological exclusions imposed by the 
‘mainstream’ social groups upon the ‘other’ (Sibley, 1995; Hubbard, 2005).  These 
socio-spatial exclusions are also reflected in notions of being ‘in place’ or ‘out of 
place’ (Cresswell, 1996), whereby normative landscapes are based on social control 
and ideological conceptions of purity (Sibley, 1995). 
 
 However, Hall, Hirsch and Li (2011: 13) do not take a reductive, 
dichotomised approach ‘in which exclusion (bad) can be counterposed to inclusion 
(good)’. They instead ‘take the opposite of exclusion to be not inclusion but access’ 
[original emphasis], defining exclusion to be ‘the ways in which people are prevented 
from benefiting from things’ [original emphasis] (ibid: 7). The authors underscore the 
necessary nature of exclusion, also crucially acknowledging the ‘double-edge’ of 
exclusion in breeding both security and insecurity. Their reasons for doing so are 
similar to that of the anthropological approaches towards CPRs. Rather than 
assuming that the strong exclude the weak, the agency of actors is instead emphasised 
along with the processes that drive exclusionary practices. However, while exclusion 
as an analytical tool may be mobilised in a non-normative sense, there is no reason to 
also assume that exclusion as a human strategy is void of normative dimensions.  
 
3.5.1 The Exclusionary Commons: Territoriality 
 Managing access through exclusion is closely aligned with territoriality. 
Defined by Sack (1986: 19-20) to be ‘the attempt by an individual or group to affect, 
influence, or control people, phenomena, and relationships, by delimiting and 
asserting control over a geographic area’, territoriality is a ‘strategy to establish 
different degrees of access to people, things, and relationships’ [emphasis added]. 
Grounded in western traditions of conceptualising power and sovereignty, 
territoriality is associated with notions of control, access, boundaries, struggle, and 
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power (Sack, 1986; Cox, 2002; Paasi, 2003; Elden, 2005; 2010; Cauvet, 2011). The 
three interdependent relationships that define territoriality are (1) classification by 
area, (2) communication of the classified area, and (3) an enforcement of control over 
access to the area (Sack, 1986). These are closely tied to the conditions that enable 
the sustainable management of CPRs. (1) hinges upon the group’s ability to define 
the boundaries of the resource system, while (2) and (3) are closely tied to the 
institutional arrangements made to manage the resource system.  
 
 However, exclusions imposed by local communities upon CPRs are not 
necessarily driven by larger geopolitical concerns and calculated political strategies, 
and thus it is possible to also examine the dimensions along which territoriality acts 
as the ‘“skeleton” of everyday life’ (Raffestin, 2012: 129). Claude Raffestin’s 
approach, developed in the 1970s, situates territoriality in multiple temporal, cultural 
and social contexts (Murphy, 2012). Raffestin defined human territoriality to be ‘the 
ensemble of relations that societies… maintain, with the assistance of mediators, with 
the physical and human environment for the satisfaction of their needs towards the 
end of attaining the greatest possible autonomy allowed by the resources of the 
system’ (Raffestin, 2012: 129). This relational approach (Klauser, 2012; Murphy, 
2012) draws upon Massey’s understanding of places as ‘imaged and articulated 
moments in networks of social relations and understandings’ (Massey, 1993, cited in 
Raffestin, 2012: 126).  
 
 Sack’s theorisations underscore how ‘functionally and perpetually sticky 
spaces’ (Murphy, 2012: 168) underlie the structures and actions enacting 
territoriality. Conversely, Raffestin’s approach refocuses attention from ‘the spatial 
outcomes of those territorial projects’ to the ‘complex interactions, material 
circumstances, and ideological norms of the sociospatial milieu in which they are 
embedded’ (ibid: 169). However, a productive encounter between the two approaches 
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can take place: while Sack attempts to analyse the ways in which territoriality is 
enacted, Raffestin’s approach engages with how particular assemblages give rise to 
the multiple possibilities through which territoriality can be manifested. These are 
different, yet complementary understandings of territoriality. They present dialectics 
between fluidity and fixity, and also between relationality and spatiality (ibid: 163), 
whereby spaces of exclusion are created from the multitude of possibilities arising 
from Raffestin’s aptly put, ‘ensemble of relations’.  
 
 Peluso (2005a: 1) notes that the politics of the commons ‘are becoming 
increasingly territorialised’ due to ‘contemporary political economic contexts and the 
culture of rights claiming and recognition’ (Peluso, 2005, cited in Cuasay and 
Vaddhanaphuti, 2005: 11) surrounding contestations over CPRs. While this is a 
historically contingent process (Peluso, 2005a), territorialised commons also become 
‘commonplace(s)’ whereby the formulaic political strategies in which people and 
communities lay claim to CPRs risk eroding unique place characteristics (Cuasay and 
Vaddhanaphuti, 2005). While it may appear that structures underlie the ways in 
which the territorialised commons are formed by the political economy or state 
territorialisation, it is also important to pay due attention to the multiplicity of social 
arrangements and spaces that intertwine to produce the territorialised commons by 
local communities.  
 
 The processes of exclusion and territorialisation on the Mekong River can be 
also viewed through Santasombat’s (2011: 8) concept of ‘transnational enclosure’, 
referring to ‘an increasingly centralised decision-making process which enables the 
state and commercial interests to gain control of territories that have traditionally 
been used and cherished by local peoples in the Mekong Basin, transforming these 
areas into expendable resources for exploitation’. This is part of the scalar politics 
that characterise the Mekong River commons due to the disjuncture between 
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conflicting claims enacted at different scales. Territorialisation on the Mekong River 
has also taken place along sovereign lines, as seen from the formation of the 
international border between Chiang Khong in Thailand and Houay Xay in Laos. 
Territoriality can thus be multidimensional in terms of examining the spatial practices 
situated in the Mekong River commons, especially in the borderlands. 
 
3.6 The Commons and Biophysical Systems   
 In the sections above, CPRs have been discussed in terms of their social 
arrangements. However, CPR management is also dependent upon the biophysical 
characteristics of the resource system (Berkes et al., 2003; Dol!ak and Ostrom, 2003). 
Raffestin’s (2012: 129) notion of territoriality ‘as a system of relations is also a 
system of exchanges and, consequently, a system of flux of all sorts between 
exteriority (the physical environment) and alterity (the social environment)’, which 
presents an opportunity to analyse the territorialised commons in relation to the 
politics of nature. This will involve critically considering Castree’s (2001: 19) 
question of: ‘what kinds of nature –or more properly natures, in the plural –do we 
want for what kind of future?’ Claims over CPRs are likely to be framed in ways 
particular to how the different actors view, or how they want others to view their 
relationships with nature.  
 
3.6.1 Physical Characteristics of CPRs 
 In studies of CPRs, the focus has been on the physical characteristics of the 
resource system. There are two main physical characteristics of resource systems, 
stationarity and storage (Ostrom, 1990; Schlager et al., 1994). Stationarity refers to 
the mobility of the resource units (such as fish, water, forest products, etc.), while 
storage refers to the ‘existing physical capacity of a resource to collect and hold 
resource units’ (Ostrom, 1990: 309). The sharing of fugitive or migratory resources 
(i.e. non-stationary resources) becomes increasingly complex as the resource units 
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move within an undefined geographic zone (Schlager et al., 1994; Agrawal and 
Gibson, 1999; Giordano, 2003). The storage capacity of the CPR directly impacts the 
perceptions and ability of communities to manage the resource units, especially when 
it comes to non-stationary resources (Ostrom, 1990; Schlager et al., 1994).  
 
 An additional physical characteristic, position, can also be considered (Lebel 
et al., 2005), whereby the ‘downhill’ flow of water ‘creates an immediate asymmetry 
among potential users, with the default “first come, first serve” applying at multiple 
levels’ (ibid: 8). The undefined, fluid spatiality of CPRs is reflected in the fugitive 
and migratory nature of the Mekong River’s resources (e.g. water and fish 
respectively), whereby ‘a resource domain is coincident with or intersects the rights 
domains of two or more resource users’ (Giordano, 2003: 369). China’s dams have 
increased the stationarity and storage capacity of their resource domain at the expense 
of downstream riparian nations, and this has become ‘diplomatically the most intense 
example of politics of position in the Mekong region” (Lebel et al., 2005: 8). 
Resource domains and domain rights can take on complex configurations, when 
viewed from different perspectives and claims of legitimacy extending beyond the 
realm of sovereignty–such as when a common pool resource is simultaneously both a 
local and transboundary one.  
 
3.6.2 Biophysical systems of CPRs 
 Hirsch (1998) had identified both water and fish of the Mekong River as 
international property. The Mekong as a bioregional transboundary commons takes 
into account how ‘the commonality of the shared resource is based on the 
interconnected nature of the river system’ (Hirsch, 2006: 105). Raffestin’s (2012) 
‘ensemble of relations’ forming the exclusionary commons are thus also constituted 
by biophysical systems and their relationships with human societies. Ecosystem 
studies of the Mekong River dominantly utilise scientific hydrology and hydraulic 
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modelling (Sangkhamanee, 2007; Middleton, 2011), but local riparian communities 
have also pushed for the legitimacy of their local ecological knowledge to be 
recognised (Sangkhamanee, 2007). The linkages between local social and ecological 
systems need to be expounded upon in order to understand the strategies enacted to 
protect the local commons. If spaces of exclusion are to be examined through the lens 
of relational geographies, it is also necessary to explore these exclusionary spaces in 
tandem with shared spaces of both the human and physical environment.   
 
3.7 The Shared Spaces of Socio-Natures 
‘Nature, it seems is on the agenda as never before… the 
matter of nature has become a pressing issue, yet one 
bewildering in its complexity.’ (Castree and Braun, 
1998:3)  
 
 Nature has become ‘inescapably social’, as ‘the social and the natural are 
seen to intertwine in ways that make their separation –in either thought or practice –
impossible’ (Castree, 2001: 3). In Nevins and Peluso’s (2008: 16) terms, the term 
socionature ‘pulls together old and new forms of enclosure, primitive accumulation, 
and privatisation involving different forms of state-capital-society-nature 
connections, emphasising that these processes are not discrete categories but 
heterogeneous, overlapping, contradictory, and mutually constitutive’.  Social 
meanings of nature can also extend beyond that of resources, and thus from here on 
the term ‘the commons’ will be used instead of CPRs. In Thailand, an ‘indigenous 
environmentalism’ has historically been rooted in longstanding people-environment 
relationships (Rigg, 1995). The Thai word for nature, thamachat, does not conform to 
Western notions of the ‘environment’ –rather, it is ‘an elegant, almost poetic word, 
which encompasses virtually the entire human and natural milieux’ (ibid: 9). The 
concept of socionature resonates well with thamachat, and the commons also needs 
to be thought about in these terms.  
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3.7.1 Political Ecology and Marxist Socionatures 
 Political ecology has been one of the key theoretical lenses through which 
environmental resource problems have been analysed in geography. Political ecology 
is broadly defined as the ‘welding together of ecology and political economy’ (Watts 
and Peet, 2004: 7), and has been influential in interrogating power relationships 
within a poststructuralist framework in the last decade or so (Escobar, 1996; Bryant, 
2001; Braun and Wainwright, 2001). Political ecology has done well in questioning 
the power-knowledge nexus running through environmental issues.  However, 
political ecology has been criticised by Vayda and Walters (2009: 131) for becoming 
simply ‘a politics without ecology’, although an earlier version of their argument had 
been well-rebutted by Watts and Peets (2004), who argued that political ecology has 
been cognizant of ecological processes (see Zimmerer and Basset, 2003). However, 
the question of socionature and ecology within political ecology seems to remains an 
‘ambiguous’ one (Bryant, 2001).  
 
 The concept of the commons is inherent in political ecology through an 
examination of the overlapping realms in which different actors perceive the 
‘commons’ as theirs, and the creation of multiple forms of exclusion based on 
varying claims. On the Mekong River, the process of transnational enclosure has 
reshaped community relationships with the commons (Santasombat, 2011), situating 
them in the political economy as their commons are threatened by developments 
driven by political-economic interests (Sneddon and Fox, 2006). The exclusionary 
commons unfold through with what Hall, Hirsch and Li (2011) have identified as the 
four ‘powers’ –whereby the market, regulation, force, and legitimation are features of 
the political economy. Reconciling socionatures with the political economy is 
necessary and is not a new project, if one takes a look at Marxist geographies. 
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 Nature has always been at the heart of Marxist concerns. Marx’s ‘primitive 
accumulation’ is based on how capitalism ‘creates the first society based on scientific 
control of nature’, where ‘transformations in human-environment relations… are its 
byproduct’ (Glassman, 2006: 610-611). Nature has always been an accumulation 
strategy for capital (Katz, 1998; Smith, 2007), and ‘[i]f what we seek is not just to 
understand the world, but to change it, we must address capitalism in its hidden 
moments, its reproduction of disguising abstractions such as “nature” and “space”’ 
(Fitzsimmons, 1989: 118). Neil Smith’s work on the production of nature has 
interrogated how nature and society have dialectically transformed one another 
spatially under the fold of capitalism (Smith, 1991; Castree, 1995; 2002). As put by 
Harvey (1996: 182), ‘all ecological projects (and arguments) are simultaneously 
political-economic projects (and arguments) and vice versa’. 
 
 The commodification of nature is key to these ecological-capitalist projects, 
taking place through certain elements: privatisation, alienability (the physical and 
moral separation of a commodity from their sellers), individuation (the physical and 
representational separation of an entity from its supporting context), abstraction 
(replacing an entity’s qualitative specificity with homogeneity), valuation, and 
displacement (geographical, temporal, and phenomenal –akin to Marx’s commodity 
fetishism) (Castree, 2003a).  Enclosure has been ‘an inherent step in the making of 
commodities’, which necessitates an investigation into shifting historical-geographies 
constituting this processes (Nevins and Peluso, 2008: 3). Commodity production in 
Southeast Asia has always been dynamic, and ‘resistance to dispossession, 
appropriation, disciplining, boundary-making, and exploitation has long characterised 
commodification processes in different part of the region’ (ibid: 4), often involving 
reclaiming the ‘social’ that has been undermined by such processes. The ‘social lives’ 
of commodities are also complex and meaningful in multiple ways: 
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“What and who become commodities, and when and 
where they are commodified, both emerge from and 
reflect social relations and histories at all points of 
production and consumption.” (Nevins and Peluso, 2008: 
15)  
 
 While relational geographies are associated with actor-network theory 
(ANT), of which its ‘flat’ ontology recognises no structures but networks of 
associations, Marxist geography has been criticised for being overly structural. This 
resonates respectively with the disparate, yet complimentary positions between 
Raffestin’s and Sack’s territorialities. While the political economy may produce 
‘sticky spaces’ of power through the (re)production of structures, the networks of 
associations creating these spaces are also important. Castree (2002) has suggested an 
adaptation of a ‘weak’ ANT into green Marxism (also see Fine, 2005; Gareau, 2005; 
Rudy, 2005; Rudy and Gareau, 2005). Marxism and ANT’s concern with 
interrogating nature-society binaries can be seen to be ‘[o]ntologically speaking 
then… [sharing] a common basis that can strengthen their mutual epistemic potential’ 
(Perkins, 2007: 1154). The political economy still remains at the foreground of 
Marxist politics, but the networks of associations (re)producing capitalist processes 
need to be considered in order to throw off the cloak of structuralism (Castree, 2001).  
 
3.7.2 The Materiality and Multiplicity of Nature 
 Bakker and Bridge’s (2006: 5) study of resource geographies noted how 
materiality’s increasing prominence reflects a ‘growing unease with the way 
contemporary human geography has tended to discount the nonhuman worlds of 
nature and objects’. The commodification of nature is necessarily dependent upon the 
‘irreducible materialities of natures’ [original emphasis] (Castree, 2003a: 275) and 
thus encompasses ‘more-than-human’ approaches to the environment (Whatmore, 
2006: 602). Materiality is ‘never apprehensible in just one state, nor is it static or 
inert’ (Anderson and Wylie, 2009: 332) and attention needs to be paid to the 
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‘singularities and specificities of different materialities’ (ibid: 319). Materiality also 
risks becoming associated with an ‘external’ nature, leading to anthropocentric 
misrepresentation of ‘natural’ entities (Castree, 2003b; Bakker and Bridge, 2006). A 
consideration of materiality means that the production of nature ‘becomes recast as a 
“coproduction of socionature” in which humans and non-humans alike participate’ 
(Bakker and Bridge, 2006: 19). 
 
 The exclusionary commons can thus be constituted through a multiplicity of 
spaces and trajectories produced through socionatures. David Harvey’s (1996) 
historical-geographical materialism appears to have sown the seeds for 
conceptualising materiality within Marxist geographies. Castree (1995: 20) argues 
that Marxist geographies ‘risk losing sight of the materiality of nature… the real, 
ontological existence and causal efficacy and agency within history, of those entities 
and processes we call “natural”’ [original emphasis]. However, Castree (2003b: 178) 
also acknowledge the difficulties of escaping the social, as we can only know 
‘specific, constructed versions ’ of nature’s materiality, which is ‘“materialized” for 
us discursively’ [original emphasis]. Thus, the exclusionary commons should be 
thought about in terms of socionatures that play a crucial part in the ‘making of 
space(s), an active reconfiguration and meeting-up through practices and relations of 
a multitude of trajectories’ (Massey, 2005: 83). 
  
‘A greater attentiveness to the materiality of nature, … 
means shifting the focus of the debate away from the 
separation of producer from means of production… 
towards the means (or conditions) of production itself, 
not just as objects of accumulation… but as a network of 
biophysical processes that produce “resources” in the 
first instance.’ (Sneddon, 2007: 173) 
 
 Sneddon employs a Marxian political economy perspective in studying 
freshwater fisheries in Cambodia, but eschews ‘structures’ of capitalism. Utilising 
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materiality as an analytical tool, Sneddon (2007) traces how unique biophysical 
processes and social processes in the Mekong River interweave to produce a specific 
form of capital accumulation. This also ‘highlights how the materiality of resources –
in this case fish and fisheries –might serve as the basis for innovative political 
thinking and practice.’ (ibid: 187). Reflective of Harvey’s ‘historical-geography of 
material practices’, the ‘production of difference’ is stressed along with, and as a 
result of ‘the relational meaning of nature’ (Harvey, 1996: 183). Harvey’s critical 
investigation of the historical-geographic and ecological-social dialectics throws light 
on the particularities surrounding capitalism’s ecological projects. This politics of 
nature parallels the relational approach of Massey (2005), as multiple historical-
geographic materialisms might pave the way towards the plural natures. 
 
 However, particular configurations of socionatures, or commodities shaped 
by ‘nonmarket social relations’ (Nevins and Peluso, 2008: 15), cannot be explained 
through capitalism and fall between the gaps of the political ecology framework. The 
intimate relationship that local communities form with non-human entities can be 
elicited from their traditional ecological knowledge, defined by Berkes (2008: 7) to 
be ‘a cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and belief, evolving by adaptive 
processes and handed down through generations by cultural transmission, about the 
relationship of living beings (including humans) with one another and with their 
environment.’ The materiality of nature also constitutes this social and cultural fabric 
of lives closely intertwined with natural environments, and thus ‘purely ecological 
aspects of tradition cannot be divorced from the social and spiritual’ (ibid: 6). 
Thamachat is more than just mediated through capitalism, and these socionatures also 
play a key role in forming the exclusionary commons. 
 
 Such understandings of the exclusionary commons through socionatures and 
territoriality can emerge from Massey’s notion of coevalness, a ‘sphere of 
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coexistence of a multiplicity of trajectories’ (2005: 63). Territorialities that 
characterise the commons can therefore unfold in a multitude of ways. The notion of 
the ‘bundle of rights’ in the commons emphasises ‘modes of cooperation’ whereby 
‘multiple rights could be held by different people who could come to terms about 
access and use’ (Peluso, 2005a: 5), and also implicitly involves ‘a stance of 
recognition and respect in situations of mutual implications’ that eventually opens up 
an ‘imaginative space of engagement’ (Massey, 2005: 69).  However, this is not just 
an imaginary space of engagement. Materiality ‘produce and create space-times, 
fields of possibility, and waves of duration’ [original emphasis] (Anderson and 
Wylie, 2009: 331) and a consideration of how socionatures are produced through the 
lens of materiality emphasises ‘the multiplicity of space-time generated in/by the 
movements and rhythms of a heterogeneous association’ (Whatmore, 2002: 6).   
 
3.8 Conclusion 
 Understanding the concepts underlying the commons is critical to gaining an 
appreciation for the spatial practices involved in producing, managing, and living in 
the commons. The Mekong River commons is a complex one, composed of 
overlapping scales, boundaries and socionatures (Fig. 3.2). The commons is closely 
tied to notions of exclusion, comprising specific yet open configurations of 
socionatures. The particular ways in which the exclusionary commons unfold can be 
examined through the processes in which territoriality and socio-natures are 
produced. Territoriality and socionatures intertwine in unique and unexpected ways 
to produce a politics of nature of the Mekong River, and especially so in the 
borderlands where boundaries take on additional significance.  
 
 The unique way in which community action around the commons unfolds 
can be seen as part of the ‘plurality of trajectories’ (Massey, 2005: 76), opened up by 
a politics of connectivity (Massey, 2004) between human and nonhuman entities. 
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Rather than passively watching their local commons being destroyed, local 
communities, through mobilising territoriality and socionatures, have rallied around 
and exploited the gaps underlying the connections that form these politics, gaps that 
are ‘worth taking seriously as critical spaces and sites for emergent voices and 
dreams’ (Tsing, 2005). In the following chapters I hope to show how the processes 
territoriality and configurations of socionatures underlying the local commons of 
Chiang Khong have shaped the ways in which differing understandings of the 
commons have been produced. 
Figure 3.2. A schematic representation of the conceptual framework used to 
understand the Mekong River commons. The dotted lines represent how ‘boundaries’ 
created at overlapping scales are porous and may change in relation to one another, 










4.1 Introduction: The Field as Third Space 
‘We do not parachute into the field with empty heads and 
a few pencils or a tape-recorder in our pockets ready to 
record the “facts.”... there is no method or technique of 
doing research other than through the medium of the 
researcher.’ (Stanley and Wise, 1993, cited in England, 
1994: 84) 
 
 Chiang Khong as the ‘field’ was framed through my own perspectives and 
research objectives, and thus it cannot be dislocated from myself (Katz, 1994).   The 
field can be understood through Homi Bhabha’s ‘Third Space’ (Routledge, 1996; 
Jordan, 2002), a place of ‘transformational encounters, a dynamic in-between space’ 
(Routledge, 1996: 406) especially significant in the context of cross-cultural research. 
The field as ‘culturally ambivalent arenas’ and ‘ethical space[s]’ begets critical 
reflexivity in research (Jordan, 2002: 101). I aim to show how the ‘messiness’ of the 
cross-cultural field can induce both a frustrating and rewarding experience. This will 
be done through a discussion of the research methods utilised, and language and 
translation issues.   
 
4.2 Research Process and Key Methods  
 I carried out fieldwork over three phases: i) 4 January to 19 January, ii) 27 
January to 29 February, and iii) 1 August to 7 August of 2012. Two main field sites in 
Chiang Khong were selected: Ban Mueng Kan and Ban Pak Ing. Semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with a total of 34 individuals, and participant observation 
also took place in Chiang Khong district. I usually worked with a team of two Thai 
helpers –one being a local from Chiang Khong who acted as a gatekeeper, and an 
interpreter. Permission to conduct interviews in the villages was sought from the 
Phuyaibaan [village headmen] through my interpreter, and an official letter of intent. 
Once permission was granted, my team and I made multiple trips to the villages, 
! 49 
sometimes staying overnight with the Phuyaibaan in both villages in order to 
interview research participants when they were home from work.  
 
4.2.1 Semi-Structured Interviews  
 The semi-structured interview was the main research method utilised. 
Preliminary interviews were conducted in Phase 1, the bulk of the interviews during 
Phase 2, and some follow-up interviews in Phase 3. The breakdown of the 34 
respondents are summarised in Table 4.1 (also see Appendix A). My team and I had 
randomly approached chao baan [villagers] while walking around the villages. We 
also sought out individuals who were directly involved with Thai Baan Research and 
managing the conservation zones. This was partially done through snowballing –
gathering contacts through those already established. A list of individuals involved 
with Thai Baan Research was also obtained from the Rak Chiang Khong. Interviews 
were also conducted with key individuals: the Phuyaibaan of both villages, and 
representatives from Rak Chiang Khong and Thai non-governmental organisation 
(NGO) Living River Siam. Throughout this thesis, my respondents from Ban Mueng 
Kan, Ban Pak Ing Chiang Khong Town will be referred to by their pseudonyms and 
place of residence (e.g. Fon-BMK refers to a respondent from Ban Mueng Kan).  
 
Table 4.1. Breakdown of respondents by location and gender 
Location or Affiliation No. of Respondents Gender 
Ban Mueng Kan (BMK) 16 F: 4, M: 12 
Ban Pak Ing (BPI) 13 F: 3, M: 10 
Chiang Khong Town (CK) 2 F: 0, M: 2 
Rak Chiang Khong 2 F: 0, M: 2 
Living River Siam 1 F: 0, M: 1 
 
 
 Semi-structured interviews allowed for flexibility in questioning (Longhurst, 
2003; Valentine, 2005). My interpreter and I pursued various topics based on the flow 
of conversation, and also depending on the experiences, knowledges and expertise that 
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the respondents had. Each interview session lasted between 30 to 90 minutes, and all 
interviews except two were carried out with the assistance of an interpreter as I could 
only speak and understand basic Central Thai. Due to unforeseen circumstances, I 
worked with a different interpreter for each phase of the research. The languages used 
between my interpreter and respondents were a mixture of Central and Northern Thai 
[kham muang], and Lao. Between my interpreter and myself, English (Phrase 1 and 
Phase 2) and Mandarin (Phase 3) were used.  
 
 A triangular seating arrangement (Fig 4.1.) was adopted to facilitate both 
verbal and non-verbal communication between all parties. It was important to attempt 
to make eye contact with the respondent, and to nod and smile reassuringly, as it was 
easy to become isolated from the conversation between the respondent and my 
interpreter (see Edwards, 1998; Borchgrevink, 2003; Watson, 2004). However, there 
were still occasions when the respondent seemed more comfortable interacting only 
directly with my interpreter. During the course of the interview, my interpreter would 








Figure 4.1. Carrying out interviews with my interpreter (on the left) and a research 
participant (on the right –face covered to protect anonymity). During this interview, I 
was told that the chao baan liked to talk over food. 
 
 
4.2.2 Participant Observation  
 I had the privilege of being invited to two major events facilitated by the Rak 
Chiang Khong. The first was an annual village event in Ban Muang Choom whereby 
the villagers were allowed to fish from their conservation zone7 located in their 
flooded forest (Fig 4.2). The second was the dhammayatra mentioned in Chapter 1. 
While these activities were not directly centred upon my two field sites, participating 
in these community events was a good way of making my intent known to Rak Chiang 
Khong. This was important, as they were the first point of contact I had made in 
Chiang Khong and it was only through their assistance that the research project was 
formulated.  
 
 These events allowed me to observe and interact with people in a more 
‘natural’ setting than that of carrying out interviews, not so much geared towards 
eliciting responses that would meet my research objectives, but towards experiencing 
the event for what it is (Fig 4.3). Participant observation thus afforded me more 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Ban Muang Choom is located upstream of the Ing River from Ban Pak Ing. .  
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opportunities to immerse myself in the field in a more affective manner, to experience 
general moods and atmosphere, to learn more about their culture, to feel welcomed, to 
laugh and enjoy with the community while they were singing and drinking. The 
distorting influence of my presence as a researcher in the field was somewhat 
displaced and reduced considerably in such a setting.  
 
Figure 4.2. Villagers of Ban Muang Choom fishing in their flooded forest 
conservation grounds on 15th January 2012. [Source: Author’s own] 
 
 
Figure 4.3. Listening to the chao baan talk over food and drink in Ban Muang Choom 










4.2.3 Secondary Materials 
 Secondary sources pertaining to conservation activities and environmental 
contestations in Chiang Khong were gathered from books, newspaper articles, and 
also materials (books and pamphlets) produced by Living River Siam and Rak Chiang 
Khong. Some of the materials produced by Living River Siam and Rak Chiang Khong 
were in Thai script. My interpreter had assisted me in going through some of these 
materials and verbally translating their contents to me.  
 
4.2.4 Note about translation 
 In order to obtain a complete translation of the interviews, selected audio 
recordings were sent to the Language Corner in Chiang Mai to be translated into 
English between August and December 2012. Even so, it proved to be a difficult task 
as nobody could translate directly from the mixture of Northern Thai and Lao into 
English. It turned out to be a tedious and long process involving two rounds of 
translation: first from Northern Thai and Lao to Central Thai, and then from Central 
Thai to English. As such, it is possible that some original meanings and expressions 
might have been lost in translation. Due to limitations in time and funding, I was 
unable to obtain full transcripts for all my interviews. All quotations from the chao 










4.3 Methodological Challenges: Of Language and Translation  
4.3.1 The Messiness of Fieldwork: The Places of Translation 
‘Fieldwork is mediated and messy. There is value in 
working through the messiness, engaging in fieldwork in 
a careful manner, rather than writing it off as too fraught 
with difficulties and dangers.’ (Hyndman, 2001: 265) 
 
 My field site within the borderlands served the reminder that communities did 
not exist in bounded, discrete spaces (Gupta and Ferguson, 2007). The third space 
created by the presence of my interpreter and I ‘innovates and interrupts the 
performance of the present’ (Bhabha, 1994: 7), juxtaposing English and Mandarin8 
against everyday languages of communication (Northern and Central Thai, Lao), 
while also formulating a ‘language of translation’ (Sturrock, 1990) that was 
comprehensible to my interpreter, respondents and myself9. This added on a ‘further 
layer of cross-cultural relations’ (Skelton, 2009: 399) into the research process. Such 
fieldwork ‘embodies a politics of representation’ (Hyndman, 2001: 263) that is tied up 
with such ‘imperfect engagement’, especially where issues of language are concerned.  
 
 Much of the frustration throughout the fieldwork process arose from my 
inability to communicate directly with my respondents. This was felt not just while 
conducting interviews, but also when meeting people informally and while being 
involved with participant observation. The preconceptions I had of myself being in 
full control of the interview and working through the interpreter as a ‘neutral 
mouthpiece’ (Fuller and Toon, 1988, cited in Edwards, 1998: 202) were severely 
challenged.  In addition to occasionally feeling isolated from interviews, flaws in our 
co-created ‘language of translation’ came into light. When the responses I received did 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Though perhaps Mandarin was more commonly heard, given the presence of Chinese people 
in Chiang Khong due to the presence of ex-Kuomintang soldiers and trading activity with 
China. 
9 Of course, the act of carrying out research also plays a role in interrupting the everyday.  
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not seem to correspond to the question I had posed, I could not pinpoint if this issue 
stemmed from my interpreter, the respondent, or myself.  
 
 Temple and Young (2004: 164) note that ‘[t]here is no neutral position from 
which to translate’, and imbalanced power relationships can stem from how the 
English language has been construed as representative of foreign language research 
(Müller, 2007). I generally posed an unassuming presence despite being a stranger to 
these villages, being a young looking10, Chinese-Asian, female, independent student 
researcher. However, when responses were relayed to me in English, I become self-
conscious of the scales of power tipping in my direction, enhancing my ‘outsider-
ness’. My positionality as a foreign researcher of an urban and higher education 
standing was put into uncomfortable contrast with the chao baan, who had already 
been described as a disempowered ‘ultimate object of research’ to anthropologists in 
Thailand (Vail, 2008: 1). This made me slightly uncomfortable, having already 
imposed a burden ‘in asking for people’s time for an interview without being able to 
offer much specific benefit in return’ (Scott et al., 2006: 32).  
 
 However, the hospitality sometimes extended to me by the chao baan far 
exceeded my expectations. The Phuyaibaan of both villages kindly offered their 
homes for my team and I to stay in without expectation of remuneration. Food was 
more than often shared with us should we come across chao baan during mealtimes. 
Using the Northern Thai vernacular ‘laam dteah dteah11 cao [very very delicious]!’ to 
compliment their food proved to be surprisingly useful in arousing the amusement of 
the chao baan and warming them up to my presence. Some respondents voluntarily 
made eye contact with and directed their responses to both my interpreter and myself, 
and some were eager to tell their stories as long as I was willing to listen. Aun-BPI, an !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Thai people usually expressed surprise at my age (25), as I looked to them as if I had just 
completed high school. 
11 The ‘ea’ sound is pronounced as rhyming with ‘air’ 
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elderly man from Ban Pak Ing was especially memorable in this aspect, taking the 
initiative to ask about me after the ‘official’ interview was over, and even telling me to 
inform him in the event I ever got married so that he could extend his congratulations.  
 
4.3.2 Triple Subjectivities: The Respondent, The Interpreter, and Me   
 Some basic knowledge of Thai aided me in picking up key terms and ‘value-
laden concepts’ (Borschgrevink, 2003: 111), allowing me to follow up on points not 
communicated to me, utilising terms that my respondents would understand even if I 
was not speaking directly to them, and for establishing relationships with people 
outside of the interview context. Many anthropologists have advocated the learning of 
vernacular languages to both communicate directly with their respondents and to 
understand their social contexts and worldviews (see Mead, 1939; Gade, 2001, Veek, 
2001; Watson, 2004). However, others have also cautioned against the role of 
translation and interpreters being swept under the carpet (see Edwards, 1998; Temple 
and Edwards, 2002; Borchgrevink, 2003; Temple and Young, 2004; Müller, 2007).  
 
 The research process was subjected to the ‘triple subjectivity’ between all the 
parties involved (Temple and Edwards, 2002). My interpreters and I positioned 
ourselves as independent researchers unaffiliated to any organisation, in order to steer 
clear of micro-politics that we might have been unaware of. As ‘key informants’, (see 
Edwards, 1998; Borschgrevink, 2003; Temple and Young, 2004) my interpreters 
brought their own experiences, knowledge and subjectivities into the research (see 
Table 4.2). They took the initiative to follow up on responses, educated me to social 
and cultural norms (Ansell, 2001), pointed out inconspicuous points, helped to 
manage my own biases12, and prevented me from making social and cultural faux 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 I was hesitant to believe the seemingly outrageous anti-conservation views of one 
respondent but my interpreter helped to put things into perspective of the wider politics 
surrounding conservation and the environment.  
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pas13. However, although my interpreters (in Phase 2 and 3) could speak Northern 
Thai, there were vernacular terms situated in local ecological knowledge that even 
they found difficult to comprehend14. Therefore, conducting interviews was also a 
conversation between all three parties as we negotiated an understanding with one 
another.   
 
Table 4.2. Description of my interpreters  
Research 
Phase 
Gender Strengths Challenges 
Phase 1 M A personal friend of mine whom I had 
worked with previously. He was 
knowledgeable about the environmental 
initiatives in Chiang Khong, having done 
some reading up prior to the 
commencement of the research. As it was 
mostly men who carried out fishing as a 
livelihood, he got on well with them in 
knowing how to establish friendly 
relations, for example through joining them 
in drinking. He has a good understanding 
of English and so it was easy to 
communicate. 
His experience in 
doing this sort of 
work meant that 
he was used to 
working in a 
particular way, 
which did not 
always match the 
types of research 
methods I wanted 
to try out.  
Phase 2 F She came as a replacement for the previous 
interpreter (a personal contact of his), and 
told me she had never done interpreting 
before but was looking forward to learning 
something new. As such, I grew to feel 
comfortable in knowing that we were both 
engaged in the learning process together. 
Being extroverted, she also helped 
enormously in approaching and conversing 
with people we met, and displayed an 
enthusiasm and appreciation for the task 
and the lifestyle in the villages of Chiang 
Khong. She had some experience working 
in Laos and could explain how things 
worked on the other side of the Mekong 
River. She also took good care of me when 
I was down with typhus fever for a week.  
As I had never 
met her prior to 
the research, it 
took more time 
and effort to settle 





not as strong as 
the previous 
interpreter, and so 
it took more time 
and effort for us 
to understand one 
another.  
Phase 3 F  A friend who helped me out with the last 
phase of fieldwork as my interpreter from 
Phase 2 had another job to attend to. I had 
previously worked with her on my 
I did not have 
much time to 
familiarise her 
with my research !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 I once unwittingly asked a sensitive question wound up with the politics of the village, and 
my interpreter discreetly took the conversation in a different direction.  
14 A local ex-fisherman had tried to teach us how to identify local ecological features. I 
initially thought that I was the only one having problems with this, but I soon realised that my 
interpreter was also getting lost in the terms. 
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university’s Geography field studies 
programme, and was comfortable with her. 
She spoke simple but fluent Mandarin, and 
as a result, I found that the messages she 
communicated to be more accurate than 
my previous two interpreters, despite my 
own weakness in the Mandarin language. 
A small, patient, unassuming woman who 
grew up in a small village, she was familiar 
and comfortable with village life, and 
seemed a natural at conversing with the 
chao baan. She also noticed things about 
plants and vegetation that had escaped my 
attention, thus providing me with a 
different perspective of village life. As she 
had never lived near a big river before, the 
Mekong was a source of fascination for 
her, and it was a pleasure to work with her 
enthusiasm.  
project, as I had 
only engaged her 
upon very short 
notice. As such, 
she could not take 
as much initiative 
as my previous 
interpreter could. 
All the same, her 
natural curiosity 
allowed her to 
follow up points 









‘To produce cultural translation is not a question of 
replacing text with text… but of co-creating text, of 
producing a written version of a lived reality...’ (Jordan, 
2002: 98)  
 
 The act of translation ‘is not merely representation or reproduction –it creates 
something new and unique’ (Müller, 2007: 210). The ‘landscape of power 
[relationships]’ (Rose, 1997) of this borderlands field was navigated through Central 
and Northern Thai, Lao, English and Mandarin. The complexities of language had 
partially generated the ambiguous insider/outsider state that I occupied in the third 
space of the field. Thus, the ‘textual representations’ that inform this piece academic 
work (Ansell, 2001) cannot truly be representative of the world beyond this third 
space, even where the ‘voice’ of my respondents speaks out in this thesis through the 
translations done by the Language Corner. I have tried to mediate this conundrum also 
through utilising holus-bolus, whereby vernacular terms are included to ‘problematize 
the fixation of meaning through translation and draw attention to the contingency of 
meaning’ (Müller, 2007: 210). Ultimately, through this thesis, I hope to provide a 
glimpse into the commons of the Mekong River, also through my interpretation of it. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE TRANSBOUNDARY COMMONS OF THE MEKONG RIVER: 






‘The Mekong River is the last public area where people 
on both sides of the Mekong River can share natural 
resources because most land on the plains was sold and 
encroached on, and highland areas become national 
reserved forests. This last cultural ecological area has 
relations with food security and state sovereignty because 




 A ‘tragedy of the commons’ situation arising from China’s development 
plans for the Mekong River appears to be threatening the livelihoods and social-
cultural fabric of the chao baan [Thai villagers] residing alongside the river. The 
livelihoods of the villages of Ban Mueng Kan and Ban Pak Ing have transformed 
enormously as social, economic, geopolitical and ecological changes have worked to 
reduce their dependence upon the Mekong River over the past few decades. In this 
chapter, I will examine how differing forms of territoriality produced by local, state 
and transnational forces have altered the commons of this borderland. This will be 
examined in terms of how resource sharing, especially that of fish, on the Mekong 
River between the Thai and Lao villagers has been changed by, and has adapted to 
these processes. I present a historical analysis of territoriality in the borderland 
commons, which will lay the foundation in which China’s transnational enclosure can 
be situated.  
 
5.2 The Tragedy of their Commons: Where have all the fish gone?  
“Now it’s hard to catch fish. Previously, we just threw 
the fish net or mong [a traditional type of net] into the 
water, and many fish were caught.  The price depends on 
the size of fish. Since we use machineries now, and oil is 
needed, the cost is expensive. In the past, it cost 25–50 
baht per kilogram. That was the most expensive price at 
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that time. But now the price is 200–250 baht per 
kilogram.” (Interview, Noi-BPI) 
 
 There is a general consensus amongst my respondents that a decline in fish 
populations has occurred over the past ten to twenty years. Aun-BPI (age 83) and the 
Phuyaibaan [village headman] of Ban Pak Ing (age 54) recounted how there was 
such an abundance of fish that some fish would simply jump into their boats when 
they paddled their boats out into the river. Other anecdotal accounts (Interviews, 
Gop-BMK; Noi-BPI; Yai-BPI; Aun-BPI) tell of how their hankering or hunger for 
fish could be satiated within ten minutes (Interview, Yai-BPI) to two hours 
(Interview, Nok-BPI) of taking a boat out into the river. Now, Lek-BMK, Gop-BMK, 
Yai-BPI, Nok-BPI, and Toi-BPI say that even a day’s worth of work would not 
guarantee you any catch of fish. Catches are now unpredictable, and is now perceived 
as a matter of skill (Interview, Tui-BMK) and luck (Interview, Kiet-BMK). Some 
delectable species of fish have also become increasingly difficult to find (Interview, 
Lek-BMK).  
 
 The size of fish has apparently also decreased over the corresponding 
decades (Interviews, Dom-BMK; Nok-BPI; Tong-BPI). Daw-BPI and Ton-BPI told 
of the days when each fish weighed up to five or six kilograms. They would throw 
small fishes back into the river back then, but now Ton-BPI says that they will take 
whatever they can get. He also described how the plaa faa mai [river stingray] used 
to tip the scales at between 15 to 20 kilograms, although these days it only weighs 
approximately five kilograms. Fish also used to be cheap, costing between one to five 
baht per kilogram (Phuyaibaan-BPI estimates this to be about 15 years ago), but 
today a kilogram of fish fetches between 100 to 200 baht. Scale-less fish can fetch 
250 baht per kilogram, and the plaa faa mai can be sold for 300 baht per kilogram. 
Wuut-BMK, Dom-BMK and Kaew-BMK say that they buy farmed fish from the 
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market now, though Wuut-BMK feels that these do not taste as good as those caught 
in the wild.  
 
 In both Ban Mueng Kan and Ban Pak Ing, illegal fishing methods involving 
the use of dynamite and electricity are cited as the main causes of this decline, 
alongside the fluctuating water levels attributed to China’s hydropower dams. Chao 
baan from Ban Pak Ing also brought up overfishing as a result of increasing 
population numbers as a factor. This story of decline in the Mekong Basin’s wild 
capture fisheries is not new (see Friend et al., 2009), although it does not appear to 
have a detrimental impact on the food security of these two villages. The shift to 
farming as their primary occupation reflects that fishing is only ‘a component of 
diversified household livelihood strategies’ (ibid: 321). Aud-BPI and Puu-BMK also 
described how chemicals from agricultural fields have come to pollute the waters of 
the Mekong River. These stories of illegal fishing and fluctuating water levels throw 
a stark contrast between themselves, the Thai, and an ‘other’ –in the case of illegal 
fishing, the Lao, and in the case of the fluctuating water levels, the Chinese.  
 
 The story of fish occupies a central narrative within the conservation 
movement in Chiang Khong (elaborated in Chapter 6). However, the commons is 
more than just the fish –this is also a story about the water, the plants, the sand, the 
rocks, and the social relationships. The borderland commons between Chiang Khong 
and Houay Xay, on the surface, appears to be subjected to the ‘tragedy’ that Hardin’s 
self-interested rational beings have inflicted upon the non-excludable resource. 
However, these changes in the borderland commons have to be accounted for through 
an examination of how territoriality is central to the historical-geographical 
spatialities in which the chao baan of Ban Mueng Kan and Ban Pak Ing are 
embedded. The combination of historical-social-cultural relationships and customary 
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practices in the borderlands plays an important role in producing the complex 
transboundary commons of the Mekong River.  
 
5.3 Territoriality in the Thai-Lao Borderlands 
 The borderlands of Chiang Khong have been through turbulent periods, first 
being that of the Second World War, and second being the civil war in Laos. 
However, it is important not to forget the everyday interactions and social 
relationships for which the Mekong River acted as a ‘conductor’ between both sides 
of the river (Osornprasop, 2012).  Houay Xay, the town opposite Chiang Khong, was 
the Royal Lao Government’s (RLG) main northwestern outpost against the 
communist forces in 1962 (Walker, 1999). The 1960s are ‘ remembered as the golden 
era of trans-Mekong commerce and sociality’ (ibid: 56), during which cross-border 
travelling was relatively unhindered by restrictions and ‘cargo and passenger boat 
services [were] free to call at both Thai and Lao villages’ (ibid: 57). However, this 
changed when the communist Pathet Lao forces occupied Houay Xay in 1975. 
Coupled with the anti-communist military government in Thailand, this upper-
Mekong border was effectively closed until 1988. It was only in 1989 that the border 
crossing between Chiang Khong and Houay Xay was officially reopened (Walker, 
1999).  
 
5.3.1 Unfettered Movements? Before 1975 and the Lang-Luang 
 Even though the modern international border was created in 1893, movement 
between both banks of the river remained relatively unrestricted especially during the 
‘golden era’ of the 1960s (Walker, 1999). Documentation and border passes were 
unnecessary for visits and excursions into Lao territory (Interviews, Noi-BPI; Aun-
BPI; Piak-BMK; Lek-BMK), and Fon-BMK described the border as not having any 
laws governing it, and no taxes were imposed on businesses operating on either side 
of the river. No matter which side of the Mekong River one resided on, it was        
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like being in the same country (Interview, Dom-BMK), the same village (Interview, 
Ae-CK), and like being part of the same family (Interviews, Aun-BPI; Chaa-BMK). 
More than just a metaphorical family, many chao baan actually did have relatives 
living across the river. This good relationship could be traced back to a century ago 
(Interview, Daw-BPI), as villagers from both sides celebrated and attended 
ceremonies, festivals, weddings and funerals together.  
 
 In terms of harnessing the ecological productivity on the Mekong River, a 
similar narrative of freedom of movement arose. Chaa-BMK describes how fishing 
areas were unfixed, and that everyone ‘owned’ the river. Generally, there appeared to 
be few rules, people and boats on the river (Interviews, Noi-BPI; Chaa-BMK; Tim-
BMK). Lao people could fish in the Ing River (Interview, Noi-BPI), though Daw-BPI 
said that there was such an abundance of fish in the Mekong River that there was no 
need for the Lao to do so. In Ban Pak Ing, kai [freshwater weed] could not always be 
found on their side of the Mekong River and Nok-BPI told us about how she used to 
cross to the Lao side of the river to pick kai. A variety of vegetables could also be 
planted on don [islands] found in the middle of the river (Chapter 2). The 
international border as a ‘spatial outcome’ of the ‘territorial projects’ (Murphy, 2012: 
168) resulting from geopolitical projects wrought by France and Siam did not seem to 
have impacted the movements of the chao baan much.  
 
 However, the Mekong River was not a completely open-access resource, due 
to the presence of traditional public fish-catching areas known as lang or luang, 
unique to the Mekong River-Lanna region. The luang have traditionally been 
‘collectively exploited and protected’ for generations by riparian villages 
(MLNRCCN, 2010: 8). These unmarked grounds are not immediately visible to the 
naked eye, and it appears that only locals who engage with fishing have knowledge of 
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these (Fig 5.1, Fig 5.2)15. Near the Khon Phi Long is a luang at Hat Pak Ngau and 
Hat Pak Yon. A luang is also present near Ban Pak Ing, shared between four villages 
including themselves. Its location is dependent on where the water is relatively deep, 
and where there are no obstructions on the riverbed (such as rocks and wood that nets 
can get trapped in). The luang used to shift between both riverbanks according to the 
water levels (Interview, Phuyaibaan-BPI). It also appears to designate access rather 
than exclusion to particular groups of villagers in order to maximise sharing, as there 
do not appear to be any restrictions on access for other villages.  
 
 
Figure 5.1. Fishers fishing in the luang located at Ban Pak Ing. Note the lack of 
territorial markers. The approximate positions of the fisher (foreground, circled in 
red) and the temple (background, circled in yellow) are correspondingly marked on 




15 I had found out about the luang only through reading through materials produced by the 
Rak Chiang Khong.  My interpreters initially did not know what it was, and I realised that the 
presence of these grounds is not common knowledge amongst outsiders, except academics 
who study these traditional systems (MLNRCCN, 2010).  
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Figure 5.2. A catch from the luang [Source: Author’s own] 
 
 
 The luang as a commons thus is based on more than just social arrangements 
(Barkin and Shambaugh, 1999), but also upon ecological spatial-temporal 
considerations. Examining the luang as a form of territoriality emerging from 
Raffestin’s ensemble of relations to maximise resource sharing by designating access 
could reveal more than Sack’s territoriality as an overt strategy that enacts exclusion. 
The luang is an ‘informed space’ (Raffestin, 1980, cited in Klauser, 2012), 
comprising ‘a system of flux of all sorts’ taking place between the physical and social 
environments and forming the skeleton of everyday life (Raffestin, 2012: 129) on the 
Mekong River. These spaces are territorialised as the ‘object of social practice[s], 
knowledge… and intentions’ (Klauser, 2012: 111) whereby ‘[t]he marking of a 
territory is dimensional, not a meter, it is a rhythm’ (Raffestin, 1984, cited in Klauser, 
2012: 111).  This form of territoriality arising from human-environment systems 
appears not to distinguish between the two banks of the river but between sections 
along the river channel.  
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5.3.2 The River Halved: Closure of the Thai-Lao Border 
 The communist Pathet Lao forces occupied Houay Xay in 1975, rendering 
the border between Chiang Khong and Houay Xay closed until 1988. The nation-state 
‘as a universal model of fixed territoriality’ (Cauvet, 2011: 79) emphasising an 
‘internally turned focus’ (Elden, 2005: 11) was imposed in its strictest sense during 
this time, especially since the border between Thailand and Laos was based on 
opposing ideological lines as well. The hardening of the border was unprecedented in 
the everyday lives of the chao baan, spelling the end for unrestricted movements 
across the Mekong River into both territories. This not only had severe impact upon 
the trading networks that Walker (1999) had studied, but also upon how the river 
commons was perceived and utilised. The river channel was effectively split into half 
lengthwise, meaning that the freedom of movement initially described by my 
respondents was effectively halted. This period was recalled as one of difficulty and 
change (Interviews, Fon-BMK; Chaa-BMK).  
 
 The border was then strictly communicated and controlled through military 
presence on both riverbanks that promoted ‘spatial compartmentalisation’ (Murphy, 
2012: 161). The excludability of the river commons became fixed along geopolitical 
lines rather than biophysical characteristics and local social arrangements. My 
respondents could only fish in their respective sides of the river (Interviews, Fon-
BMK; Dom-BMK) and risked getting shot at by Lao soldiers if they transgressed the 
boundaries (Interviews, Kung-BMK; Fon-BMK), although they still retained familial 
feelings for the Lao (Interview, Chaa-BMK). Kung-BMK only fished in the area 
directly outside his house, also choosing to fish mainly in the canals and ponds within 
Thai territory. This geopolitical turn of events meant that for the first time on this 
stretch of the Mekong River, the imposition and communication of international 
boundaries ‘comprise the basic element in the construction of territories and the 
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practice of territoriality’ (Paasi, 2003: 112) and have new significance for the chao 
baan. 
 
5.3.3 The Re-Opening of the Border: Cooperation in Spaces of Refusal 
 Today, while these state boundaries still serve to structure spatialities and 
relationships across the river, Tim-BMK, Noi-BPI, Maem-BPI, Yai-BPI and Nok-
BPI feel that nothing has changed since before 1975. On one hand, chao baan can no 
longer cross into Lao freely on personal business, except through the official border 
checkpoints and with a border pass (Interview, Noi-BPI).  On the other hand, villages 
on both banks still celebrate intermarriages, weddings, funerals and Buddhist 
ceremonies together16. Traditional cross-border relationships and state-enforced 
territoriality have intersected to produce some concessions for riparian villages in 
Chiang Khong. Chao baan invited to Laos can bypass the official border checkpoint, 
only requiring an official letter of invitation issued by the Lao village, temple or the 
household hosting the event or ceremony to guarantee their safety (Interviews, Tim-
BMK; Piak-BMK; Noi-BPI; Aun-BPI; Phuyaibaan-BPI). However, the chao baan 
are not allowed to set foot beyond their destination villages, and vice versa for Houay 
Xai villagers invited to Chiang Khong. 
 
 Upon the reopening of the border, spatial practices associated with fishing 
generally reverted back to the past.  While my respondents could fish on both sides of 
the river now, the don in the middle of the Mekong River presented new spaces of 
exclusion if Lao soldiers were present on them. As the Mekong’s landscapes and 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Including “temple fairs, making merit, making and off-season offerings robes to Buddhist 
and priest other needs to monks, presenting robes to monks at the end of Buddhist Lent, 
temple celebration fairs, novice ordinations…” (Interview, Noi-BPI). Maem-BPI mentioned 
how the village opposite borrow utensils from Ban Pak Ing should they be short of those when 
they are hosting events.  
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waterscapes are always in seasonal flux, these spaces of exclusion also shift17. When 
don in the Mekong are submerged during the rainy season, the expansion of the 
waters serves to diminish the spaces of exclusion. The temporal practices of fishing 
have also changed for some. Fon-BMK and Kaew-BMK no longer fished as night, 
afraid that the continuing strict communication and control of the border through 
military presence would put them at risk of being shot at in the dark. The Ing River is 
now off-limits to the Lao as it is located firmly within the state boundaries of 
Thailand.  
 
 Given the long-standing relationships, kinship, and trading ties in this 
borderland, it is perhaps unsurprising that the harsh enforcement of the border down 
the river might be deemed impractical. Both human activity, and the fluidity and 
seasonal ecological shifts of the Mekong border-riverscape ‘disrupt the ordering 
logic’ of the state through their ‘simple dismissal of the state’s claim to define 
subjects and activities’ in state territories, forming ‘spaces of refusal’ (Jones, 2011: 
3).  In everyday practice, the lines constructing state territoriality appear to recede to 
the riverbanks of the Mekong, with the exception of the ecological features in the 
Mekong River associated with land. It appears that the Mekong River as an everyday 
riverscape in the borderlands is an aberration in relation to the enforcement of state 
territoriality. 
 
5.4 Blasts from the Past: The Drama of the Commons 
 Territoriality enacted by the state has thus attempted to halve the river 
channel lengthwise, while territoriality arising out of human-environment systems 
between chao baan and the Mekong River tends to retain the width of the river 
channel in its entirety. Where the two intersect, the Mekong River becomes an !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 Although this has been officially accounted for in the Convention for the Regulation of 
Relations between Siam and Indo-China signed at Bangkok on August 25, 1926 
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ambiguous space fraught with contradictions. Resource sharing infused with 
geopolitics in this borderland throws light onto the complex Thai-Lao relationships 
constituting part of what Ngaosyvathn and Ngaosyvathn (1994) describe as ‘the 
intricacies of the Lao-Thai saga of love and loathing’18. This is reflected in my 
research where close cultural, historical and kinship ties are contrasted with cross-
border anxiety and suspicion in relation to fisheries. The ‘tragedy of the commons’ in 
this borderland is not straightforward, inevitable, or based purely on economic 
principles. Instead, it is inextricably tied up with how, in the commons, ‘drama is 
always there… because the commons entail history, comedy, and tragedy’ (Dietz et 
al., 2002: 4). 
 
5.4.1 Drama of the Commons in the Thai-Lao Borderland 
 The period of decline in fish populations and sizes is said to correlate to the 
years in which dynamite and electrical fishing gained in popularity, between 20 to 30 
years ago (Interviews, Kung-BMK; Gop-BMK; Fon-BMK). It was apparently easy to 
obtain illegal fishing equipment from Laos when the war ended (Interviews, Lek-
BMK; Fon-BMK), and today these equipment are banned in Thailand, but still 
available from Laos (Interviews, Yai-BPI; Phuyaibaan-BMK; Dom-BMK). 
Equipment used for electric fishing apparently originates from China (Interviews, 
Phuyaibaan-BMK; Piak-BMK), and is very cheap compared to in Thailand –thus 
even if the Lao have their equipment confiscated it is easily replaced. The chao baan 
also engaged with dynamite fishing after the war (Interview, Lek-BMK), although 
this has mostly stopped when Thai laws enforced a ban on such fishing methods19. 
Today, there is a general consensus between my respondents that the ones carrying 
out illegal fishing are predominantly Lao –though it must be noted that is unclear 
whether the culprits are Lao soldiers or Lao villagers.  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Although it should be noted that my research was based purely upon a Thai perspective. 
19 The Fisheries Act in Thailand (No. 3) B.E. 2528 (1985) classifies dynamite and electrical 
fishing as illegal fishing methods. 
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 The problem of illegal fishing was more frequently raised by chao baan from 
Ban Mueng Kan. Their vicinity to the Khon Phi Long, where the sites of ecological 
features khok [deep pools where water and sediment are trapped in whirlpools] and 
wang [areas of deep water] are where the dynamites are placed. It was a quick way of 
acquiring large quantities of fish, as one piece of dynamite would kill all the fish 
sheltering in the khok and wang (Interview, Tui-BMK). The blast does not 
discriminate between young and mature fish and also destroys fish habitats, thus 
negatively impacting upon the replacement rates of fish (Interviews, Piak-BMK; 
Gop-BMK). Although not as prevalent as it used to be, the chao baan tell me that 
they can still hear dynamiting being carried out at night. Electric fishing supposedly 
also takes place in the same areas during the night, and is a silent operation not only 
killing fish but also rendering the survivors infertile. Once again, there is no 
consensus on whether these acts are carried out by Lao soldiers or villagers, but these 
acts are usually contrasted with traditional fishing methods that the Thai people use 
(Interview, Dam-BPI).  
 
 In Ban Pak Ing, overfishing as a result of population growth was cited as a 
major problem. Daw-BPI and Aun-BPI describe how people used nets with 
increasingly smaller holes and fished during the fish spawning seasons as competition 
over fish increased.  These nets were placed both at the mouth of the Ing River and 
where the kaeng [rapids] were located, blocking the passage of fish seeking access to 
spawning grounds. This, along with illegal fishing practices has impinged on the 
reproduction rates of fish populations (Interviews, Piak-BMK; Daw-BPI; Aun-BPI). 
Population growth has been inextricably linked to events surrounding the formation 
of the Lao nation-state. Lao migration to Thailand both during the war and as Laos 
opened up, and the lack of birth control in Laos villages has led to growing pressures 
on the resource base of the Mekong River (Interview, Toi-BPI; Ton-BPI; Dommen, 
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1986; National Committee of Plan, 1986). As Nok-BPI puts it, “[Catching fish] was 
very easy because the population size was small. People went fishing by spending not 
a long time, but now it takes almost a whole day to catch nothing.” 
 
 This may appear to be a straightforward case of Hardin’s tragedy, reflecting 
Malthusian predictions and individualistic pursuits of gain. Gop-BMK, Tui-BMK and 
Wuut-BMK think that Lao villagers are selfish as all they want is to obtain large 
quantities of fish without thought for their destructive consequences. Aun-BPI 
offered a similar view, though not distinguishing between Thai and Lao fishers. Gop-
BMK, Tui-BMK and Wuut-BMK expressed anger at the Lao people, but also 
frustration at their inability to pursue the matter. The persistence of illegal fishing has 
been attributed to weak state regulations and enforcement of law in Laos (Interview, 
Piak-BMK). However, dismissing the complex historical territorialities of the 
borderlands in favour of simplistic explanations does not do justice to the issue. The 
historical geopolitical division of Thai and Lao territory along sovereign lines had 
created ‘functionally and perpetually sticky spaces’  (Murphy, 2012: 168) containing 
different socio-economic conditions, forms and strengths of jurisdiction over fishing 
practices, although fishing on the river still takes place in essentially common areas 
regardless of one’s nationality. 
 
 Territoriality in terms of a heightened awareness of the non-excludable 
nature of the Mekong River commons started to develop, arising out of a disjuncture 
between the differential fishing practices arising as an effect of state territoriality, and 
traditional fishing spatial practices resonating with historical forms of territoriality. 
This non-excludability has led my respondents to reflect upon the following 
conundrum: problems arise and persist because the river simultaneously belongs to 
everyone (Thai and Lao villagers), and also to no one. Kiet-BMK recognises the right 
of the Lao to their livelihoods, saying that this is why the Thai are unable to stop the 
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Lao from utilising illegal fishing methods within common spaces. The Thai culture of 
non-confrontation might also have a part to play in this. Both Kiet-BMK and Ton-
BPI mentioned how open confrontation with the Lao fishermen should be avoided as 
this was would only serve to provoke anger. Kiet-BMK and Ton-BPI felt that since 
they utilised the same spaces on a daily basis, confrontation would only serve to 
strain relations and make future meetings awkward.  
 
5.4.2 Countering the Tragedy: Lang-Luang and Queues  
 Despite the persistence of illegal fishing being attributed to weak laws and 
jurisdiction in Lao territory or the selfishness of people, this should not be taken to 
suggest that individuals have to rely upon external authorities to organise themselves 
as a group as Hardin had suggested (see Ostrom, 1990). The chao baan of Chiang 
Khong have proven themselves to be capable managing the local commons, drawing 
lessons from the historically shifting forms of territoriality impacting upon the 
ecological and biophysical processes sustaining fish populations. The ways in which 
territorialities are enacted (à la Sack, 1986) meets the multiple possibilities through 
which territorialities can be manifested (à la Raffestin, 2012), as the historical-
geographical borderland is now infused with newly created spaces of exclusion in 
order to sustain the commons. Despite the problems arising out of state 
territorialisation processes discussed in Section 5.4.1, Ban Pak Ing has managed to 
organise itself to enact a form of territoriality that is contiguous with the past, but yet 
also works to meet contemporary challenges to the commons.  
 
 Because of the international border the luang of Ban Pak Ing is now located 
on the Thai side of the Mekong River for logistical convenience, but is still shared by 
the same villages. However, fishers now adhere to a queue system (Interview, Noi-
BPI; Yai-BPI; Ton-BPI; Phuyaibaan-BPI). Put into place only during the fishing 
season, there can be up to 70 boats in the queue (Interview, Noi-BPI). All fishers join 
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the queue daily, taking note of their queue positions. When their turn arrives, each 
fisher would then utilise approximately half an hour heading downstream from Ban 
Pak Ing and back before rejoining the queue. If one arrived early s/he could have 
three turns in a day –in the morning, afternoon, and evening (Interview, Noi-BPI). All 
fishers in the queue except those from Ban Pak Ing have to pay a maintenance fee of 
500 baht per boat for each fishing season. As Ban Pak Ing is in charge of clearing the 
riverbed of debris that would otherwise trap nets, the fee is described by the 
Phuyaibaan and Yai-BPI to be a method of sharing responsibility for the upkeep for 
the luang, and not an exclusionary mechanism. 
 
 However, the presence of rules and regulations creates an either/or situation 
drawing access and exclusion in opposition to one another, constituting a more 
forceful enactment of territoriality as compared to when the lack of regulations 
defined the luang in terms of designating access rather than exclusion. Yai-BPI told 
us that us that there are more fish on their side of the Mekong River due to the Ing 
River and this is why the Lao, such as the villagers from Ban Don (Interview, 
Phuyaibaan-BPI), would pay the maintenance fee for access to the fishing grounds. 
While not everyone is obliged to fish here, access to ‘better’ fishing grounds by other 
villages is now tied up with compliance to Ban Pak Ing’s rules and regulations.  The 
chao baan (Interview, Noi-BPI; Yai-BPI; Ton-BPI) think that this system helps to 
reduce conflict between fishers. Noi-BPI said, “In the past, there were a few boats, 
unlike now. Now there are more boats and many people do fishing. If there was no 
such rule, people would be dissatisfied because they won’t line up in the queue.”  
 
 This new form of territoriality has re-assembled the spatial-temporal fishing 
practices of the Thai and Lao people in that it still retains the common space, but 
limits temporal access to the area in the form of a queue. The tensions arising out of 
overfishing as an indirect impact of state territorialising strategies are now alleviated. 
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This appears to be an equitable way of regulating fishing practices in the eyes of Yai-
BPI. In this case, territoriality is enacted not so much through boundaries, as it is by 
Ban Pak Ing’s practices of stewardship over the luang. Through the tracing of the 
overlapping territorialities that have emerged over the past few decades in the 
borderlands, one might also be able to trace the socionatures that have created this 
particular space of exclusion, in an attempt to counter the decline of fish and maintain 
harmony in the trans-border Mekong commons.  
 
 Although my focus in this chapter has mainly been on fishing and 
waterscapes, land-based ecological features have also been a source of friction 
between the Thai and Lao villagers. The wife of Piak-BMK expressed her suspicions 
of Lao people stealing vegetables that she had planted on the don. She also mentioned 
that while Thai people do not complain when Lao villagers come over to pick kai, the 
reverse is apparently true should chao baan pick kai on the Lao banks of the river. 
However, despite the tensions that have emerged over resource sharing, Section 5.3 
serves as a reminder that not all feelings towards the Lao are acrimonious. Dam-BPI 
notes how the Thai and the Lao still assist one another in cleaning debris out of the 
Mekong River, and Aun-BPI maintain that both sides still help one another out, for 
example if someone’s boat overturns. The non-excludability of the Mekong River, 
and the ‘tragedy’ of the commons, is not always about greed and contestations, but 
also about the persistence of, and the creation of shared spaces in the river.  
 
5.5 Transnational Enclosure: Chinese Development  
 In recent years, the ‘tragedy’ facing the wild capture fisheries of Chiang 
Khong has been caused by processes of territorialisation taking place out of reach of 
the riparian villages. Transnational enclosure in the Mekong Basin has taken place 
through the commodification of water as transboundary regional good (Hirsch, 2006). 
Inter-state cooperation and development is mainly focused upon the sharing of water, 
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as seen from the Mekong River Commission’s (MRC) 1995 Mekong Agreement 
institutionalising inter-governmental cooperation. Water is the primary common good 
to be shared equitably and protected between member states Thailand, Laos, 
Cambodia and Vietnam, while also respecting the territorial integrity of each country. 
China holds only observer status in the MRC, and thus its controversial large-scale 
infrastructural development on the Lancang-Mekong is seen to threaten the principles 
of equitable distribution between the member states of the MRC, who are located 
downstream of China20.  
 
 Transnational enclosure, although a process of state and commercial 
territorialisation that commodifies and exploits the territories cherished by local 
communities (Santasombat, 2011), could also account for how this process also 
impacts upon what is essentially a bioregional transboundary commons. Both the 
NCIP and Lancang dams had altered water flow in Chiang Khong (SEARIN, 2004a), 
though under different conditions of transnational enclosure. The case of the NCIP 
parallels Santasombat’s definition of transnational enclosure, whereby the Chinese 
had physically encroached into the territories of Chiang Khong-Houay Xay. 
However, mainstream dams unilaterally built on the Lancang-Mekong are located 
within China’s state boundaries. China did not have a specific interest in gaining 
control over the territories in Chiang Khong –Houay Xay but still, the negative 
impacts of these mainstream dams were felt downstream in these areas. While the 
complexities of these environmental impacts have been documented elsewhere by 




20 Although the MRC has also been criticised for being an ineffective mechanism in regulating 
the equitable use of the Mekong River by LMB countries.  
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5.5.1 The Navigation Channel Improvement Project 
“When this situation took place, we had to do something 
because this is my hometown […] because the Mekong 
River is a treasure that we have to look after.” (Interview, 
Khruu Thii) 
 
 The NCIP can be said to have triggered the rise of the Rak Chiang Khong and 
Chiang Khong’s resulting environmental movement. Pap-CK, a boatman, was 
initially hired to take the Chinese surveyors around the area. When he discovered 
why the Chinese were surveying the rapids, he decided to inform Khruu Thii as he 
knew that it would generate negative impacts on the area. Khruu Thii had also 
received news about these plans from an assistant district officer, a personal contact 
of his. At that time, he was working on the Water Source Forest Conservation Project 
that he had established, which aimed to conserve forests and resolve allegations of 
forest mismanagement targeted at the Karen ethnic groups living in the mountains 
(Interview, Khruu Thii).  However, upon hearing of these Chinese plans he decided to 
focus his attention onto this issue: 
 
“We discussed with villagers and the elderly. If there was 
to be the islet explosion, what would be the effect? […] 
Firstly, we had to study this project clearly, and then 
raised this issue to discuss with villagers, and told them 
the effects of this project. All elderly people disagreed 
with this project […] At that time, we visited the site 
almost every day.” 
 
 Khruu Thii personally rallied the chao baan of Chiang Khong through 
making visits to various villages. Eventually communities on both sides of the river 
knew about these controversial plans. Khruu Thii and the Rak Chiang Khong also 
informed the villages about where and when they could expect the Chinese ships to 
come, cumulating in a protest carried out at the Kaeng Kai rapids downstream of Ban 
Mueng Kan (Fig 5.3). Locals from Chiang Khong surrounded the Chinese ship with 
their boats and apparently even occupied the ship at one point, and delivered a letter 
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to the Chinese government via the ship (Interviews, Khruu Thii; Phuyaibaan-BMK). 
Issues of traditional and non-traditional security became intertwined, as Thai soldiers 
in charge of border security were also informed of this act in advance: “Before 
jumping on Chinese ships, we told the soldiers at Kaeng Kai that we would do it at 
8:30 a.m. The soldiers reported this news to their superior. They came to the site but 
didn’t do anything. We told the soldiers that they worked for the security of the 
border, but we worked for the security of the food source. They understood us.” 
(Interview, Khruu Thii) 
 
 
Figure 5.3. The rapids of Kaeng Kai in February 2012, from the Thai bank [Source: 
Author’s own]  
 
 
“If the explosions really happen, it will have a negative 
effect. The water passageway will be changed and the 
ecosystem will be destroyed. Moreover, the banks will be 
collapsed as well. Normally, the water flows that way, 
from the conservation area to our village. If there is an 
explosion at Pha Phra, the water will reverse to our 
village directly. Therefore, villagers are afraid that they 




 Contrary to the feasibility study conducted by a joint survey team that 
concluded that the NCIP would not change the flow of the river (Marukatat and 
Maneerungsee, 16 March 2002), the chao baan of Chiang Khong held opposing 
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views. In addition to being critical fish habitats, the rapids also act as a natural dam 
(Interview, Tim-BMK). Its removal would leave the river’s flow unchecked, 
increasing rates of erosion and instances of floods at Ban Mueng Kan. Puu-BMK, 
Tim-BMK, Fon-BMK and Dom-BMK mentioned how this would also lead to a 
decrease in fish, kai, vegetation, and also change in the position of don and hin 
[beaches] in the river. In fact, this would be counter-productive to the creation of an 
unobstructed navigational channel: “Normally the soil, sand, and rocks will be flown 
with the water along the water line naturally, so it does not cause the sand bars. But if 
islets and rocks are blown up, sand and rocks will be accumulated as a lump so the 
ships can’t pass there.” (Interview, Khruu Thii). It is this place-based knowledge that 
rallied the chao baan to reclaim their ecological spaces: 
 
“Maybe it was not an important matter to other places’ 
villagers. However, villagers here and people joining the 
protest thought that this news was very important. 
Villagers will have problems for sure if the explosions 
really happen. This will certainly affect our lifestyles.” 
(Interview, Phuyaibaan-BMK) 
 
 Khruu Thii had also strategically played upon the traditional security 
concerns of the Thai State: “At that time, we tried to study the international law and 
our constitutional law. We found out that there was one section […] It was the 
Constitutional Law B.E 2540. In that Section, it specified that if there is any big 
project causing the change between boundaries, it shall be approved by the Houses of 
Representatives and affixed with the royal signature of His Majesty King Bhumibol 
Adulyadej.” Khruu Thii saw this issue also as one of national security, and took the 
initiative to inform the Border Patrol Police about the potential impacts and problems 
that the NCIP would pose to the international boundary, and the issue was eventually 
submitted to General Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, the former Prime Minister and Defence 
Minister of Thailand. The Thai Ministry of Defence eventually expressed concern 
that the change in the river’s flow would alter the thalweg delimiting the border 
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between Thailand and Laos, and thus also played a part in eventually halting the 
project (see Chapter 2).  
 
5.5.2 Chinese Dams 
 Although the NCIP was cancelled beyond its first stage, the chao baan of 
Chiang Khong currently still face a predicament related to hydroelectric dams on the 
Lancang-Mekong, perceived by my respondents to be one of the main problems 
contributing to the decline of wild-capture fisheries. The Lancang Cascade and its 
reservoirs are not just utilised for the generation of electricity, but also to regulate the 
seasonal flow of water as a means of flood control, and to aid year-round navigation 
and irrigation development on the Mekong River (Interviews, Puu-BMK; Tong-BPI; 
Lu et al., 2008; Cronin and Hamlin, 2012). Constructed within China’s sovereign 
space, information pertaining to these dams is rarely divulged. The chao baan of 
Chiang Khong never received first-hand news of the Chinese mainstream dams, and 
had only managed to attribute the unpredictable, fluctuating water levels to China 
when they received news from sources such as their personal contacts, or through the 
television (Interviews, Puu-BMK; Phuyaibaan-BMK).   
 
 Tui-BMK mentioned how this uncertainty is worrying to them, not knowing 
when to expect floods or extreme low water levels. These fears are not unfounded. 
Ton-BPI told us about the floods that took place in 2008 in Chiang Khong, which he 
blamed on Chinese dams (also see Charoenpo, 17 August 2008; McCarten and Gunn, 
22 August 2008). The 2010 drought also cast a veil of suspicion onto the Chinese 
dams. Although the MRC (2011: 6) eventually concluded that the drought was 
brought upon by ‘extreme natural conditions’, civil society groups were still 
suspicious of the complicity of China’s mainstream dams in this. These two events 
put China’s Lancang Cascade in the spotlight, exacerbated by the lack of information 
sharing on China’s part. Although China agreed to release some dry-season data 
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concerning its dams during the inaugural MRC summit in April 2010, whether or not 
the Chinese dams were complicit is still a moot point between NGOs and the MRC 
(Worrell, 23 October 2012).  
 
 Studies about the Lancang Cascade have concluded that the flow regime of 
the Upper Mekong River has indeed been altered, in addition to reducing sediment 
flows downstream (SEARIN, 2004a; Lu and Siew, 2006; Baker, 2012). Of 
significance is that as of 2006, dry-season water fluctuations increased in height and 
frequency after the construction of the Manwan Dam, and this was especially 
pronounced at the Chiang Saen measuring station just upstream of Chiang Khong (Lu 
and Siew, 2006; Lu et al., 2008). These dry-season fluctuations, also documented by 
the Rak Chiang Khong, Living River Siam and International Rivers, have been cited 
by the chao baan as a major source of trouble. Pap-CK, Puu-BMK, Wuut-BMK and 
Tui-BMK talked about how they are unable to plant vegetables and fruits (such as 
chilli, peanuts and watermelon) along the riverbanks and on don anymore, as the 
unpredictable water levels could destroy the plants at any time. The disruption to 
thamachat [nature], reliant on the predictable, seasonal changes in water level, also 
interrupts the flood pulse that triggers fish migration, thus impinging on wild-capture 
fisheries in Chiang Khong.   
 
“When they open the dam gates, the water is flooded. 
Actually, the water level is not high like this in this 
season. The water level will naturally be high around 
August-September. If China stops releasing water, the 
water level will decrease.” (Interview, Phuyaibaan-
BMK) 
 
 Both the Phuyaibaan of Ban Mueng Kan and Ban Pak Ing expressed their 
concerns that the mainstream dams interrupted ecological processes based on 
thamachat, although there appears to be discrepancies between their observations of 
the water levels. Phuyaibaan-BPI had attributed February 2012’s low water levels in 
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the Ing River to Chinese dams, as the water levels of the Mekong River are 
interconnected with that of the Ing River. The Xayaburi Dam is also one of the 
foremost concerns on Phuyaibaan-BPI’s mind. He opined that Chiang Khong will be 
caught between China’s dams and the Xayaburi Dam, and thus the rainy season could 
bring disastrous floods to Thailand, being caught in the middle of the combined 
effects of China releasing excess rainwater and the Xayaburi Dam’s storage of water 
in its reservoir. While the mainstream dams on the LMB have been the subject of 
growing international concern, it is important not to forget that more dams are also 
planned and under construction on the Lancang Jiang, and its cumulative impacts on 
the Mekong River over the next decade could quite possibly snowball.  
 
5.5.3 Transnational Enclosure and the Commons 
 Transnational enclosure need not just be studied in terms of a physical 
encroachment into the spaces of local communities, but also in terms of how 
enclosure at any point in the bioregional transboundary commons can result in 
transnational impacts both upstream and downstream. The common good being 
commodified by China is that of water. China’s alteration of the physical 
characteristics of water in a transboundary resource system, its stationarity and 
storage all negatively impact upon downstream parties in its proximity such as 
Chiang Khong21, and produces territorial contestations in the commons. Water is a 
fugitive resource that continuously moves out of China’s resource domain, at least 
until China increased the storage capacity of its resource system through dam 
construction. The biophysical system of the Mekong is intricately tied to the 
hydrological regime of the Mekong, and thus the migratory nature of fish, another 
common good, had been disrupted.  
 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 The Chiang Saen monitoring station is nearest to China, and is where the greatest water 
fluctuations were recorded (Lu et al., 2008) 
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 This is not to say that the commodification of nature inevitably leads to a 
decline in the health of the commons. The ecological productivity of the Mekong 
River in terms of fish, agriculture and riverbank gardens essentially provides the basis 
for local modes of production. However, the differing processes of territorialisation 
that have unfolded in the Chiang Khong –Houay Xay borderland needs to be 
understood in relation to other factors. These include the types of resources being 
commodified, the scale at which they are commodified, their impacts, and also the 
types of social arrangements and relationships between the actors involved. The 
non-excludability of the resource system on a regional level has suddenly been made 
apparent to the chao baan. However, their reactions are very much different from the 
non-confrontational attitudes taken towards the Lao, perhaps due to shared histories, 
shared heritage, and kinship ties that have shaped the socio-spatial arrangements 
facilitating co-existence between both banks.   
 
5.6 Conclusion: The River belongs to Nobody and Everybody   
 The decline of the Chiang Khong commons is more complex than Hardin 
suggests, located within the changing social arrangements, relationships, and spatial 
practices between Thai and Lao people and embedded in the historical geographies of 
territoriality in the borderland. Territoriality thus ‘must be seen within the context of 
sets of relationships that go beyond the particular strategies or practices that are most 
evidently identified with it’ (Murphy, 2012: 162).  The chao baan’s changing 
perceptions, experiences and practices within the commons have occurred as multiple 
paths and forms of territoriality that impact upon ecological processes unfold in the 
borderlands. Contradictions arising between these overlapping forms of territoriality 
have created tension over resource sharing on the non-excludable Mekong River 




 Transnational enclosure in the form of China’s hydropower development and 
the NCIP attempts to bestow fixity upon fluid resources in the commons, but this has 
instead fuelled the displeasure of the chao baan of Chiang Khong due to the 
transboundary impacts of such actions. The interactions between the spaces of 
transnational territoriality, state territoriality, and local territoriality have converged 
to create a ‘tragedy’ facing the fisheries of Chiang Khong. It is my hope that the 
discussion in this chapter has helped to shed light on these overlapping territorialities 
in the borderland commons, and to see how territoriality is both about exclusion and 
affording access. The Mekong River, to the chao baan of Ban Mueng Kan and Ban 
Pak Ing, belongs to nobody and yet also belongs to everybody. It is precisely this 
paradox that forges not only spaces of contestation, but also lays the foundation for 








 Transnational enclosure creates ‘peculiar social oppressions and 
contradictions’, produced through its ‘highly specific ecological projects’ (Harvey, 
1996: 196) that give rise to changing forms of territorialisation. The social-ecological 
dialectics produced from this have led the villagers of Chiang Khong to defend 
themselves against the changing tides (both metaphorical and literal) that threaten 
their livelihoods and cultural heritage. The conditions of production for China’s 
capital accumulation are embedded within the materiality of nature, in the biophysical 
processes that link water, rocks, rapids, and fish of Chiang Khong together in a 
unique ecosystem. These biophysical processes are also socionatures, linking mae 
naam [river, or ‘mother of water’], phaa [river cliffs], kaeng [rapids], plaa [fish], and 
more together in socially and culturally significant ways. Conservation initiatives in 
Chiang Khong have taken place in the form of Thai Baan Research and the setting up 
of khet anurak [conservation zones] on the Mekong River and its tributaries. In this 
chapter, I hope to examine how conservation and the sustainable management of the 
commons are carried out, highlighting the successes of and the challenges facing such 
initiatives are embroiled in an ecological politics –a politics shaped by ecological 
processes (Vandergeest, 2008).  
 
6.2 Thai Baan Research 
 Ironically, Khruu Thii’s goal to conserve the river as a shared space between 
Thailand and Laos was bolstered by the Thai state’s interest in ‘conserving’ the 
international boundary between the two states. Despite coming from differing 
perspectives, these interests intersect in that they are dependent upon maintaining the 
present biophysical and material conditions of the river. The same material impacts to 
the river can have very different implications for varying actors, and it was the 
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contingent convergence of these differential implications that helped put off the 
NCIP. Thus, the NCIP had provided impetus for the Rak Chiang Khong to produce an 
alternative environmental impact assessment that was also meaningful to the 
villagers. Known as Thai Baan Research, it was carried out by selected villagers in 
Chiang Khong and facilitated by Thai NGO Living River Siam (LRS). ‘Thai Baan’ 
refers to Thai villagers22.  
 
 The coordinator of LRS, Teerapong Pomun, told me how Thai Baan 
Research was first undertaken about ten years ago as part of the Assembly of the Poor 
resistance movement against the Pak Mun Dam, carried out by the chao baan 
[villagers] living by the Mun River in Thailand’s Ubon Ratchathani province (also 
see Missingham, 2003). Completed in 1994, this movement lent impetus to the Thai 
government agreeing to open the sluice gates between 16 June 2001 and 17 August 
2002 (SEARIN, 2004b). The local documentation of environmental changes aimed to 
produce research independent of government-funded academics. These academics are 
ultimately reliant upon the knowledge of chao baan, as “they don’t know about the 
river, they don’t know about the fish. So the local villager[s] [said] why don’t we do 
research by ourselves?” (Interview, Pomun). When I asked about what sort of topics 
academics tend to miss out on, Pomun said: 
 
“[…] culture, tradition, and fishing gear [... and] history. 
Because local people and NGO and academics [who do 
Thai Baan research] think that the impact of dam[s] of 
large scale project[s] is not only about the fish, or about 
the river. But the impact[s], [the dams] have more 
impact[s] than that. So if we want to let the decision-
maker[s] understand and accept and know the real 
impact, you have to study many topic[s].”  
 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 This is the English term used for this research. Villagers in Thailand are more commonly 
known as chao baan –and thus in Thai, the research is known as Chao Baan Research [ngaan 
wijai chao baan งามวิจัยจาวบ้าน].  
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 Thai Baan Research in Chiang Khong took place between August 2003 and 
June 2004, covering a 100-kilometre stretch between Chiang Saen and Pha Dai 
(Interview, Khruu Thii). The Rak Chiang Khong spearheaded the research, and Kiet-
BMK, Piak-BMK, Ton-BPI and Aud-BPI were directly approached by Khruu Thii to 
participate in it. According to the resultant book Local Knowledge on Fish in the 
Mekong River23 produced (LRS and CKCG, 2006), six areas were addressed: ‘1) 
fisheries, 2) river ecosystem, 3) plants and vegetation, 4) traditional fishing gear, 5) 
dry-season riverbank vegetable garden and 6) social, economic and cultural issues in 
local context’, although fish were documented in the most detail, occupying slightly 
more than half the book. In total, 96 fish species were identified in that stretch of the 
Mekong River, of which 86 were native species and 10 were alien species. The five 
research participants I spoke with were selected based on their knowledge of fish 
species, either because of their age and experience (Piak-BMK, age 77; Aun-BPI, age 
83), and/or their occupations (Kiet-BMK and Ton-BPI are fishermen while Aud-BPI 
is a fishmonger).  
 
 Ton-BPI described working with Khruu Thii, who would come to Ban Pak 
Ing once every two or three days to photograph as many species of fish as possible. 
Khruu Thii would observe the catch, photograph it, record its name, measure its 
length and width, and sometimes helped with the fishing too. Piak-BMK worked with 
fishers from neighbouring villages. Other details about the fish were garnered from 
the fishers, later published in the book (Fig 6.1): each picture of a fish was 
accompanied by its local and scientific names, short descriptions about its 
appearance, weight, length, habitat (e.g. depth of waters, rocks), behaviour (whether 
they move in groups or alone), eating habits, breeding seasons, which seasons they 
can be caught during, the fishing gear used to catch it, its cost per kilogram, how to !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 Thai title: khwam ru thong thin ruang phan plaa mae nam khong 
ความรู้ท้องถิ่นเรื่องพันธุ์ปลาแม่น้ำโขง 
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cook it, the taste or smell of its flesh, and whether the fish is from the Mekong River 
or from somewhere else (e.g. the forest). Such a way of treating the fish was at first 
strange to my respondents, but they soon came to know the rationale behind this.  
 
 
Figure 6.1. A sample of a page from Local Knowledge on Fish in the Mekong River 
containing details and pictures of fish [Source: LRS and CKCG, 2006: 99-100] 
 
 
6.2.1 A Politics of Place: Making Materiality Meaningful   
 Ton-BPI told us that Khruu Thii wanted to make a record of the fish for the 
future, and also to document changes that have taken place because of dam 
construction, rapids blasting, illegal fishing, or natural events. My aim here is not to 
present the findings of Thai Baan Research, nor to interrogate the merits and 
limitations of the relationship between local and scientific knowledge (see 
Sangkhamanee, 2007). Rather, I hope to discuss how the materiality of nature 
constitutes the socionatures represented in Thai Baan Research, working to counter 
transnational enclosure and to reinforce local territorialities. Nevins and Peluso 
(2008: 14) noted that things ‘can move in and out of the commodity state’, and thus 
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socionatures cannot be thought of in a purely economic sense. The chao baan thus 
strategically articulate their identities based upon their understandings nature’s 
materiality, and of thamachat [nature]. It is this relationship between human and non-
human actors, and ecological transformations that has been the key driver of 
resistance to transnational enclosure.  
 
 Thai Baan Research is symptomatic of a politics of place, whereby local 
communities capitalise on the unique characteristics of place to shift power 
relationships in their favour despite their disadvantaged downstream positions (Lebel 
et al., 2005). This can be construed as enacting territoriality through making nature’s 
materiality meaningful, rather than as external to human concerns as deemed by 
national and regional players. The research would allow the government to 
understand how and why human-forest-river relationships were important in Chiang 
Khong (Piak-BMK), although this quest for the legitimacy of their knowledge is 
targeted not just at national and regional levels. Kiet-BMK, Piak-BMK and Aud-BPI 
who took part in the Thai Baan research acknowledged its importance in also making 
the chao baan of Chiang Khong want to protect the Mekong River. Piak-BMK told 
us that this was because the research helps to designate areas that need protection, 
raise awareness of the area’s problems and issues, and also to create a common goal 
amongst the people in protecting the Mekong River.  As Khruu Thii says, 
 
“Human beings have affection. We love our siblings. 
[…] To make people forget about the traditional 
background is to just remove the history and culture out 
of the subject and raise other topics instead. The problem 
is how to make people love, be aware of, and focus on 
their hometowns. We have to restore the historical and 
cultural ecology. This is our target.” (Interview, Khruu 
Thii)     
 
 Territoriality made explicit as ‘informed space’ not only reflected nature’s 
materiality unknown to those without intimate knowledge of the river but also the 
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chao baan’s situated understandings of it. More than just a documentation of local 
terminology such as don, khok, and phaa (Fig 6.2), Figure 6.3 shows that each 
individual ecological feature has a name attached to it. In fact, there exists a larger 
map recording more than 400 names of rocks and cliffs (Interview, Khruu Thii). For 
example, the Khon Phi Long is the name of a certain section of the rapids comprising 
eleven sub-ecological systems (Fig 6.2). The systematic recording and 
countermapping of fish and ecological features respectively, alongside the other 
components of Thai Baan Research reflects a reversal of Sack’s argument that 
territoriality makes for the easy classification of objects within an area  (Murphy, 
2012). This classification constitutes its own form of territoriality, creating a space of 
exclusion targeted at the proponents of state territorialisation, and transnational 
enclosure that fragment the commons: 
 
“Each name has its own history. We do this because we 
want other regions to do the same. Now the northeastern 
region of Thailand has started to do the research as well. 
Someday they know that it is the map for living together, 
not for separating the two countries by deep canals, as 
the French map claimed.” [emphasis added] (Interview, 
Khru Thii).       
 
 
Figure 6.2. Local terminology for ecological features and sub-ecosystems, along with 
their explanations [Source: MLNRCCN, 2010]  
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Figure 6.3. Annotated map of a section of the Mekong River upstream of the Khon 
Phi Long (the Khon Phi Long is shaded in dark blue on the map). Note the 
illustrations pointing out the cultural, social, and economic significance of the 
ecological spaces as well. [Source: Living River Siam, 2010a] 
 
 
6.2.2 Articulating Socionatures: A Multiplicity of Meanings 
 Thai Baan Research can be seen as ‘an expression of relationships that 
emerge, operate, and converge across and within localities, national spaces, and 
global networks’ (Peluso, 2005b: 13). Nature’s materiality is now embedded in 
networks extending beyond the district, in the meeting of ‘scientific’ and ‘local’ 
knowledges, methods, and ways of knowing. However, Sangkhamanee (2007: 9) 
cautions that the representation and politicisation of local knowledge in the 
framework of ideal resource management ‘downplays the multi-interpretation of 
ecological knowledge’, and creates a ‘particularising knowledge’ aimed primarily 
only at advancing political goals. The representations of socionatures in Thai Baan 
Research are not necessarily those constituting the lived experiences of the chao 
baan. Resources can be diverse in terms of beliefs and understandings that fall 
outside of capitalist frameworks. Nature’s materiality provides a basis from which 
! 91 
multiple trajectories can unfold, presenting a glimpse into the multiplicity of time-
spaces and socionatures that constitute the commons. 
 
 First, although the research is named ‘Thai Baan’ research, Lao fishers had 
also contributed to the research process by providing certain elusive species of fish 
for documentation (Interviews, Piak-BMK; Kiet-BMK; Aud-BPI). However, this is 
no mere oversight, as the research was ultimately spearheaded and carried out by the 
chao baan of Chiang Khong. Also, there is a lack of political space for resistance in 
Laos, and as such the Lao villagers would not want to become politically implicated 
in issues where the interests of the Lao state are aligned with that of the Chinese 
(Interviews, Khruu Thii; Phuyaibaan-BMK).  The biophysical processes and 
ecological systems constituting nature’s materiality are known to Lao and Thai 
fishers in similar ways, a reminder that the commons constitutes some silent 
stakeholders. 
 
 Also, the term Thai Baan Research, or ngaan wijai thai baan/chao baan, was 
not commonly used amongst the chao baan. Even though Aun-BPI had participated 
in the research, he initially answered in the negative when asked if he knew what 
ngaan wijai thai baan/chao baan was, and it was only later that I found out 
otherwise. My interpreter later pointed out that they probably referred to the research 
by other names –for example, Aud-BPI simply referred to it as ngaan wijai plaa 
[research about fish]. Also, Khruu Thii has taken to using the term ‘cultural ecology’, 
which is not used by the chao baan. As for the research, Aud-BPI was initially 
unaware of what had happened to the data collected from him, only later realising it 
had travelled as far as Vientiane in Laos. Socionatures represented by Thai Baan 
research, thus appear to have taken on dimensions somewhat removed from the 
material, its relevance to the lives of the chao baan lessened.  
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 Second, certain representations are incongruous with the knowledge of my 
respondents. The Khon Phi Long is known by a few other names in Ban Mueng Kan. 
In fact, Tim-BMK and Piak-BMK were unaware of the name Khon Phi Long. Tim-
BMK knows the rapids as Phaa Kan Tong, my gatekeeper told me that it was also 
called Khok Phaa Thaak, and Piak-BMK referred to them as Khok Saen Phii [deep 
pool of one hundred thousand spirits]. While the Thai reading materials acknowledge 
the name Khok Saen Phii (Living River Siam, 2010b), those in English refer to it 
simply as the Khon Phi Long (MLNRCCN, 2010)24. This could be the case for other 
ecological features in the Mekong River as well. People understand and know 
thamachat in multiple forms. The different ways of knowing nature’s materiality is a 
reflection of the multiplicity of spaces and trajectories that a single site can hold, 
although the politics of place may tend guide these multiple trajectories into a single 
direction in order to drive home a strong political message.  
 
6.2.3 Common-Pool Interests, Knowledges, Heritage, and Goals 
 Importantly, the chao baan also draw personal meanings from the research. 
Some of nature’s materiality can be elusive, and it is through Thai Baan Research that 
they are brought to light and presented as a static slice of time-space. However, such 
representations can transcend the time-spaces of the present. Gop-BMK, Tui-BMK, 
Wuut-BMK, Daeng-BPI and Toi-BPI agreed that the documentation of fish (Fig 6.4) 
was important for the future, so that their families could learn about the types of fish 
in the river even if these species had disappeared by then. In fact, Aun-BPI said that 
there still remained many undocumented species of fish that they were not able to 
find this time round.  These charts also documented species some had never come 
across before (Interviews, Gop-BMK; Wuut-BMK; Aun-BPI), and thus this new 
knowledge has become a common pool resource too. New layers of meanings are !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Although appearing to be published by different organisations, the Mekong-Lanna Natural 
Resources and Culture Conservation Network is synonymous with the Rak Chiang Khong, 
and LRS materials are also based upon the work of the Rak Chiang Khong.  
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thus added onto the commons, which could potentially reinforce feelings of 
ownership, and consequently, territoriality over the commons.  
 
 The power of knowledge based upon situated understandings of biophysical 
processes ‘might serve as the basis for innovative political thinking and practice’ 
(Sneddon, 2007: 187). The ‘innovative’ responses from the chao baan aided by 
regional and international NGOs are still fundamentally underlain by traditional 
understandings of thamachat. The resurgence of thamachat into the foreground aims 
to harness immanent feelings of ownership over the Mekong River. Local knowledge 
is thus not static but ‘a living, negotiated tissue of practices which are continually 
being adapted to new ecological and social circumstances and power relations’ 
[emphasis added] (Scott, 1998: 34) arising from contestations on the Mekong. Local 
knowledge has been given new meanings, adapting to both changing circumstances 
and networks that extend beyond the confines of the villages and Chiang Khong. The 
chao baan have become partially constituted by environmentality, turning into 
environmental subjects ‘for whom the environment constitutes a critical domain of 
thought and action’ (Agrawal, 2005: 16), whereby environmentality ‘is about the 
simultaneous redefinition of the environment and the subject as such definition is 




Figure 6.4. The poster that was produced as part of the Thai Baan Research, which 
can be commonly seen around Ban Mueng Kan and Ban Pak Ing. [Source: Living 











6.3 Defending the Commons: Of Conservation Zones and Materiality 
 
 
6.3.1. A Tale of Two Conservation Zones  
 
 
‘To conserve (anurak) nature (thamachat), therefore, 
translates as having at the core of one’s very being the 
quality of empathetic caring for all things in the world in 
their natural conditions; that is to say, to care for them as 
they really are rather than as I might benefit from them or 
as I might like them to be.’ (Swearer, 2006: 245)  
 
 
“When using a tool, it must have the concrete area, for 
example, if the fish in Ing River disappear, what should 
we do? In the past, we didn’t have to establish the khet 
anurak [conservation zone] because there were plenty of 
fish in the river. But now villagers know that if there are 
no khet anurak, what will happen. Therefore, we raise the 
topic of conservation to discuss with villagers, and then 
they agree, so this area is established under the concept 
of local restoration and conservation. This is the 
conceptual idea. […] Our research is related to the study 
of ecological history and cultures.” (Interview, Khruu 
Thii)      
 
 
 While the creation of conservation zones as territorial and political projects 
by colonial interests and nation-states in Southeast Asia is not new (Li, 2008; Déry 
and Vanhooren, 2011), the focus of this section is on the khet anurak set up by the 
chao baan. Conservationists conventionally see enclosure as a way to ‘protect the 
noncommodity status of the elements essential to the maintenance of life’, although 
such projects face contestation from local communities who still depend on these 
natures as commodities (Li, 2008: 124).  Anurak, as seen from the statements above, 
reflects the noncommodity status of socionatures, but is also motivated by the need to 
protect ‘indigenous modes of production’ (Harvey, 1993). Anurak is not a dichotomy 
between commodity and noncommodity, materiality and immateriality, but located 
on a continuum between these. While Thai Baan Research serves to forge a 
discursive space of exclusion, the khet anurak are new, territorialised physical spaces 
of exclusion.  
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 Although fish are migratory resources, both new and traditional knowledge 
of biophysical processes help to identify critical fish sites suitable to be a khet 
anurak. Regulation established over ecologically productive territory could be seen as 
‘the result of the manipulation of eco-bio-anthropo-logics’ (Raffestin, 2012: 136). 
Territoriality in the form of khet anurak indeed lies at the intersections of ecosystems 
and social systems. Anurak thus constitutes a new dimension of environmentality and 
territoriality amongst the chao baan. Unlike other forms of territoriality on the 
Mekong River, both the khet anurak of Ban Pak Ing and Ban Mueng Kan are 
demarcated and communicated through the presence of flags that are stringed across 
the boundaries of their khet anurak, and enforced with penalties. The establishment of 
these zones is also communicated to the amphoe [districts that form a province in 
Thailand] through monthly meetings attended by the Phuyaibaan, and also to 
neighbouring Lao villages (Phuyaibaan-BPI).  
 
 Ban Pak Ing set up their khet anurak in 2001, assisted by the Rak Chiang 
Khong. The khet anurak on the Ing River extends 200 metres inwards from the Ing-
Mekong River confluence, and is managed by the village committee, who is 
responsible for enforcing a fishing ban there (Interviews, Phuyaibaan-BPI; Yai-BPI). 
Unlike other sites upstream, the water levels of the chosen site could sustain fish even 
during the dry season. Also, the site was easy to take care of, being close to the 
village and in their line of sight. The blanket ban on fishing is enforced with 
penalties: a first-time offender is given a verbal warning, a second-time offender a 
2000 baht fine, and a third-time offender is slapped with a 5000 baht fine (Interview, 
Phuyaibaan-BPI). This khet anurak was the fifth to be established on the Ing River, 
but the first in Chiang Khong (Interview, Khruu Thii; Somkiat). It had also been 
featured in news articles surrounding concerns about traditional livelihoods on the 
Mekong River (Liu, 30 June 2006; Wongtavavimarn, 4 July 2006).  
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 Ban Mueng Kan’s khet anurak is located at the Khon Phi Long and was set 
up in 2010, and is jointly managed with Ban Pak Ngao (Houay Xay district, Laos) 
and also facilitated by the Rak Chiang Khong. It was the first transboundary khet 
anurak on the Mekong River, spanning its entire width. The chosen site is culturally 
significant, harboured deep areas of water in its khok and wang, and is where fish laid 
their eggs25 (Interviews, Gop-BMK; Tui-BMK; Kaew-BMK; Fon-BMK; 
Phuyaibaan-BMK). This khet anurak comprises two zones (Living River Siam, 
2010b). The first is a 600-metre zone where the Pha Phra is located, and carries a 
blanket ban on fishing. The second is a seven-kilometre zone spanning the Khon Phi 
Long26, where only traditional fishing methods are permitted (see Fig 6.5). The 
penalty for fishing with traditional gear in the 600-metre zone is as follows: a first-
time offender is fined 2000 baht, and a second-time offender is fined 4000 baht and 
handed over to the police. In any case, their fishing gear will be confiscated. As for 
illegal fishing in both zones, where guns are used, a first-time offender is fined 4000 
baht and has his offence recorded down, and a second-time offender is fined 8000 
baht and handed over to the police, with the gun being confiscated either way. Any 
use of dynamite, electric fishing and poison immediately warrants a 20,000 baht fine 










25 This knowledge appears to have been attributed to Khruu Thii and other research done on 
the Mekong River –such as the microchipping of fish by scientists like Zeb Hogen.  
26 From Ban Mueng Kan to Hat Sai Tong.  
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Figure 6.5. Some examples of traditional fishing gear. [Source: Author’s own] 
 
 
6.3.2 Seeing is Believing: The Power of the Nature’s Materiality 
 
 
“At first, villagers didn’t believe us. They didn’t think 
that it would be possible, because [they thought that] 
when the tide was high, the fish would move to other 
places because they didn’t put the net. However, we 
confirmed that the fish would be at the same place, so we 
took them to observe activities at Nan Province. There is 
a conservation zone in Nan. When they saw it, they 
believed that it was possible.” (Interview, Khruu Thii) 
 
 
 The concept of a conservation zone was somewhat foreign to the chao baan. 
A strictly enforced space of self-exclusion mandating the separation of human and 
non-human actors was a disjuncture from notions of thamachat and the traditionally 
non-excludable commons explored in Chapter 5. The long-term benefits to be gained 
from the khet anurak were not immediately obvious to all the chao baan. The 
migratory nature of fish also caused them to doubt the efficacy of a khet anurak. Noi-
BPI and Phuyaibaan-BPI recalled how Ban Pak Ing was split into two opposing 
groups when the khet anurak was first mooted. Some were worried that this would 
impinge upon their livelihoods through restricting access to fishing areas and putting 
pressure on an already strained resource. In Ban Mueng Kan, Puu-BMK also 
expressed a similar view –if they could not fish in the khet anurak, where else could 
they fish? The chao baan were more concerned with sustaining their everyday 









 Thus, the Rak Chiang Khong had brought both the Phuyaibaan of Ban Pak 
Ing and Ban Mueng Kan, and selected members of their village committee to the Nan 
River in order to see for themselves how effective a khet anurak could be, and to 
learn how to manage one (Interview, Phuyaibaan-BPI). Phuyaibaan-BMK echoed 
Khruu Thii’s view: “After a few years of operation in Nan, you could really see the 
difference. More fish grew. […] in high tide season, fish escape. In the low tide 
season, they come back in. […] So I think setting up the zones are a very good idea”. 
Seeing this for themselves served as a powerful tool to convince both themselves and 
the chao baan that the setting up of a khet anurak would be a step in the right 
direction. The spaces of materiality of Nan Province’s khet anurak could thus be 
extrapolated to the spatial-temporal futures of Chiang Khong, giving impetus to their 
project. Today, all the chao baan I have interviewed recognise the existence of the 
khet anurak, and many of them understand that its purpose is to protect the fish for 
future generations.  
 
6.3.3 Immaterial Socionatures: Of Sacred Ecology  
 Biophysical processes and the political economy cannot completely account 
for an understanding of socionatures in the Mekong River (Chapter 3). It is more than 
the physicality of fish that produce socionatures in Chiang Khong.  Tim-BMK and 
Ae-CK described how fish would gather to ‘play’ and to ‘meet’ with one another 
during the night at certain times of the year. Phuyaibaan BMK, Baep-BMK and Pap-
CK talked about how fish are ‘confused’ by the irregular fluctuations in water levels 
brought about by the construction of dams. They appear to have ascribed human 
characteristics to fish in their manner of speaking, something that is not done towards 
other ecological features and plants in the river. The materiality of fish is known to 
the chao baan in ways that reflect their understandings of and their relationships to 
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fish, whereby fish is at the same time both a resource and more than just an ‘external’ 
nature. 
 
 Phuyaibaan-BMK noted that Khruu Thii “does not campaign only the 
matters relating to the dam, but also pays attention to our culture”. Anurak initiatives 
thus revolve around more than just threats to economic livelihoods. Sangkhamanee 
(2007: 3) had interrogated how the Mekong River is composed of 
‘interrelationship[s] of local living, non-living, and supernatural entities’ –and the 
commons of Chiang Khong needs to be thought about in this manner too. The role 
that religion and these supernatural entities have to play in the anurak initiatives of 
Chiang Khong is key towards shaping the territories of the khet anurak. The locations 
of Ban Pak Ing and Ban Mueng Kan’s khet anurak were chosen based on their 
ecological merits, but the immaterial arena of sacred ecology (Berkes, 2008) has also 
contributed how such territory is managed.  
 
 In Ban Pak Ing, the site of the khet anurak was chosen also due to its 
proximity to the village temple, an idea inspired by the village committee’s visit to 
Nan Province (Interview, Yai-BPI). The areas around Buddhist temples are accorded 
great respect due to the central role that Buddhism plays in the lives of Thai people, 
and thus the khet anurak’s location is protected by more than just rules and 
regulations. In Ban Mueng Kan, Piak-BMK told us that in addition to the cultural 
history and ecological significance of the Khon Phi Long, they also believed in an 
unseen or supernatural presence protecting the site. Religious ceremonies are also 
central to the setting up of and the maintenance of both khet anurak. When the khet 
anurak of Ban Pak Ing was set up, a ceremony called buat nam mae nam ing 
[ordination of the Ing River’s waters] was conducted in order to ask the spirits in the 
area to also protect the area.  
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 The suup cha tha [life-prolonging] ceremony for the Mekong River is an 
annual event conducted ever since the establishment of the khet anurak in Ban 
Mueng Kan (Interviews, Lek-BMK; Tim-BMK; Piak-BMK; Kaew-BMK), and over 
the past three to five years in Ban Pak Ing (Interviews, Yai-BPI; Daw-BPI). Monks 
and the chao baan make offerings to spirits in order to enlist their help in looking 
after the khet anurak, and also to pray for the long life of the Mekong River 
(Interviews, Lek-BMK; Tim-BMK; Piak-BMK; Kaew-BMK; Yai-BPI; Daw-BPI; 
Phuyaibaan-BPI; Fig 6.6). Food is also shared, music enjoyed, and the act of 
releasing fish back into the Mekong River is performed27. Daw-BPI is a senior monk 
invited to perform the ceremony, and he says that this acts as a ‘guarantee’ to ensure 
the khet anurak’s success. He added that spirits may come and go, and where a spirit 
used to be strong (such as at the Pha Phra) it might not be the case now. Therefore, 
ceremonies such as these will help in reinforcing beliefs and spiritual protection over 
the khet anurak. 
 
 The role that the sacred has to play within the sustainable management of the 
commons in Southeast Asia needs to be carefully considered, having practical 
applications that may impact upon the ecological transformations. Territoriality’s 
ensemble of relations thus incorporates sacred elements too. This is seen from the 
exchange between my interpreter and the Phuyaibaan of Ban Mueng Kan below:  
 
“Interpreter: Why has the suup cha tha been practiced? 
How did it start? 
 
Phuyaibaan: Actually because people are not aware of 
or ignore the rules and regulations we set up, so we have 
to make it a religious belief. The monks will tie the 
yellow ribbons and pray, and that will make it official 
and sacred. […] Sometimes those people don’t abide by 
the rules, so I think the religious belief will help. 
 
Interpreter: What do they believe in? 
 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 Provided by the Thai Department of Fisheries (see Section 6.4.1) 
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Phuyaibaan: They are all Buddhists so they can join the 
ceremony. 
 
Interpreter: You mean this will make them care more 
about the rules. 
 
Phuyaibaan: Yes. At least the sacred ceremony and the 
ordination can make them care more about the rules. This 




Figure 6.6. Pictures of the prayer session conducted during the suup cha tha 
ceremony conducted at Ban Pak Ing. [Source: Phuyaibaan Ban Pak Ing] 
 
 
6.4 Spaces of Conservation, Contestations, and Cooperation 
 The establishment of khet anurak is reshaping territorialities on the Mekong 
River commons, creating overlapping spaces of exclusion and cooperation. The ways 
in which the chao baan had gradually been educated to appreciate the concept behind 
the khet anurak serves as an important reminder of ‘the sheer necessity of always 
taking the duality of social and ecological change seriously’ [original emphasis] 
(Harvey, 1993: 26), as it is this duality that drive and reinforce one another. 
Ecological change, and also the promise of it also opens up multiple trajectories 
through which territoriality can unfold, shaped through how socionature’s materiality 
‘produce and create space-times’ [original emphasis] (Anderson and Wylie, 2009: 
331) alongside historical-geographical material practices (Harvey, 1996). In this 
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section, I hope to discuss how the duality of social and ecological change produces 
the spaces and challenges of the transboundary commons.  
 
 All khet anurak on the Mekong River require transboundary communication 
and cooperation, even where the river’s tributaries are concerned. The setting up of 
khet anurak in both Thai and Lao villages are often communicated to neighbouring 
Thai and Lao villages and officials (Interviews, Yai-BPI; Phuyaibaan-BPI). While 
the establishment of multiple khet anurak on the Mekong River and its tributaries 
could be seen as a form of enclosure and fragmentation of the commons, collectively 
there is a convergence of ideas and goals surrounding conservation (Interview, Khruu 
Thii) that motivates the viewing of the Mekong River as a common good to be 
protected. Through examining the khet anurak of Ban Mueng Kan and Ban Pak Ing, 
we can see how different transboundary challenges have arisen through the 
formations of territoriality and scale in the Mekong River commons.  
 
6.4.1 Historical-Geographical Material Practices in the Khet Anurak 
 
“Ban Pak Ngao, a community on the bank of Mekong 
River [opposite Ban Mueng Kan], established the 
conservation zone in Ngao River before we did in 
Mekong River. It was a very successful project so we 
thought we could do another one in our Mekong River 
Ban Mueng Kan area but the river here is wider than 
Ngao River, so it is harder to supervise but it’s easier for 
bad people to steal the fish.” (Interview, Phuyaibaan-
BMK) 
 
 The Khon Phi Long is the site of the first transboundary khet anurak 
established in Chiang Khong - Houay Xay, and is the centrepiece of Rak Chiang 
Khong’s conservation initiatives due to its role in protecting the Khon Phi Long 
against the NCIP (Interviews, Puu-BMK; Tui-BMK; Wuut-BMK, Phuyaibaan-
BMK). Most chao baan understood that the khet anurak was established to protect 
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the fish for the future (Interviews, Piak-BMK; Kaew-BMK; Fon-BMK; Chaa-BMK; 
Dom-BMK). Chaa-BMK told us how the chao baan still yearned for big fish such as 
the plaa buek [Mekong giant catfish], and for fish populations to increase through 
curbing illegal fishing.  However, Phuyaibaan-BMK noted a problematic resource 
characteristic of the Mekong River as seen from the statement above –that it was too 
wide as compared to the Nan River and Ngao River they had visited. While Ban 
Mueng Kan and Ban Pak Ngao are the main villages in charge of the khet anurak, 
other Thai villages in its vicinity, such as Ban Hat Bai and Hat Sai Tong, also play a 
part in taking care of the area.  
 
 Preceding the khet anurak’s establishment were five to six meetings 
organised by the Rak Chiang Khong, held in Ban Mueng Kan (Thailand), Chiang 
Khong (Thailand) and Ban Pak Ngao (Laos) over the course of one year (Interview, 
BMK-PYB; Khruu Thii)28. Khruu Thii believed that villagers would play a critical 
role in facilitating this, as Thai and Lao officials in the area shared an unsucessful 
track record of cooperation (Interview, Khruu Thii, Puu-BMK). This khet anurak 
represented hopes of being a model of best practices and a promoter of cross-border 
cooperation in conservation (Living River Siam, 2010b). Phuyaibaan-BMK and 
Khruu Thii opined that this cooperation went smoothly. However, Puu-BMK, Gop-
BMK, Tui-BMK and Wuut-BMK described the process as difficult and time-
consuming one that had to bridge different mindsets and laws between the Thai and 
Lao. Tui-BMK had advocated for an independently administered khet anurak in order 
to sidestep these disagreements and complications, an idea echoed by Phuyaibaan-
BMK. In March 2012, this became a reality and Ban Mueng Kan now also 
administers its own 150-metre long khet anurak (Interview, Baep-BMK).  
 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 This was also part of a wider plan by the Rak Chiang Khong to establish more khet anurak 
in all districts along the Mekong River. 
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 These transborder complications extend to the suup cha tha ceremony. While 
villagers can cross over for small ceremonies (Section 5.3.3) this ceremony appears to 
pose a problem. Despite having shared ownership over the khet anurak, Ban Mueng 
Kan and Ban Pak Ngao hold their ceremonies on the same day, but separately 
(Interviews, Lek-BMK; Tim-BMK; Tui-BMK; Phuyaibaan-BMK). According to 
Kaew-BMK, who is in charge of organising Ban Mueng Kan’s ceremony, both 
villages hold the ceremony on the same day because they receive sponsorship from 
an organisation29 to do so. However, they are carried out separately to avoid running 
afoul of the law. The Lao authorities were extremely strict in enforcing the law 
protecting their territory (Interviews, Tim-BMK; Tui-BMK), and Kaew-BMK 
considers them to be disregarding of the long-standing relationships between both 
banks of the Mekong River. Tim-BMK, Piak-BMK and Tui-BMK also mentioned 
that the Lao were not keen on carrying out the ceremony after the first year, although 
I was unable to ascertain the reason why this was so.  
 
 Although Phuyaibaan-BMK and Kaew-BMK say that fish numbers in the 
khet anurak have increased, Tim-BMK, Piak-BMK, Gop-BMK and Tui-BMK 
noticed no change. An ‘ecological transformation’ of the khet anurak must be 
underlain by the reproduction of a ‘particular set of social relations’ (Harvey, 1993: 
27). However, local modes of production remain somewhat unchanged, and Thai and 
Lao villagers’ practices as ‘market subjects’ (Li, 2008) do not align support to the 
management of the khet anurak. Tim-BMK thought that the khet anurak might as 
well not be there, as the chao baan were too preoccupied with their agricultural 
livelihoods to enforce its rules, and that its location two kilometres from the village is 
a further disincentive for them to do so. The complaints brought up in Chapter 5 still 
persist. Lao villagers still depend upon fish from the Mekong River as their main 
source of food, unlike the chao baan (Marukatat and Maneerungsee, 16 March 2002).  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 She could not remember where the sponsorship came from.  
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Piak-BMK and Tui-BMK described how the Lao would fish illegally in the khet 
anurak late at night to avoid detection. Tui-BMK and Wuut-BMK reiterated the non-
excludability of the resource, again blaming the weak Lao regulations for this.  
 
 This khet anurak lacks certain factors that Agrawal (2008) had identified for 
a sustainable commons (Table 3.1). The large size of the resource, the big group of 
people managing it, along with the Ban Mueng Kan’s low levels of dependence on 
the resource (Interview, Phuyaibaan-BMK), to name a few, complicates the 
management of the khet anurak. As of August 2012, the leadership of the village had 
also changed, and responsibility for the khet anurak had yet to be transferred to the 
new village committee.  Nonetheless, the project has its successes in its educational 
aspect central to the project of the Rak Chiang Khong, which has even brought 
international students to study the fisheries of Ban Mueng Kan (Interview, 
Phuyaibaan-BMK). Despite the apparently minimal material change noticed, the 
spatial concept of the khet anurak appears to have become desirable as seen from the 
establishment of their new khet anurak. The chao baan had thus attempted to 
reconfigure the social-ecological relations and spatialities themselves in order to 
effect desirable ecological change to the river.  
 
 Unlike Ban Mueng Kan, Ban Pak Ing’s khet anurak is located within 
Thailand’s territory and is independently administered –also, a greater proportion of 
its residents are still dependent on fishing. Ban Pak Ing overcame the challenges 
described in Section 6.3.2, and eventually the entire village swiftly voted and decided 
upon the site and rules of the khet anurak due to the village’s small size (Interview, 
Yai-BPI), and most agreed that the khet anurak would protect the fish for future 
generations. The site was described as easy to look after due to its proximity to the 
village and its temple (Interviews, Yai-BPI; Daeng-BPI; Daw-BPI). When asked 
whether rule-breakers were prevalent, Maem-BPI said “No. They are afraid of the 
! 107 
rule. Do you see over there? They place where the rope is across the river with the 
flag on it. This is the symbol showing that we can’t catch fish over that zone” (Fig 
6.7). Noi-BPI, Yai-BPI, Daeng-BPI and Ton-BPI concurred with this, citing the steep 
penalties as a strong deterrent. Rule-breakers are not from Ban Pak Ing (Interview, 




Figure 6.7. The line of flags demarcating the boundary of the khet anurak –there is 
another line of flags further upstream of the Ing River, at the other end of the zone. 
[Source: Author’s own] 
 
 
 The khet anurak of Ban Pak Ing also enjoys stronger government support 
than that of Ban Mueng Kan, possibly bolstering the initiative. While the 
Phuyaibaan-BMK mentioned that the Thailand Department of Fisheries (DOF) only 
turned up for their khet anurak’s opening ceremony, Phuyaibaan-BPI had managed 
to garner their sponsorship of a fish-breeding programme based in the village. 
Phuyaibaan-BPI’s idea had originated from Nan Province, and he then wrote a 
proposal to the DOF five years after the village’s khet anurak was established. Ban 
Pak Ing now receives technical assistance, know-how, and fish from the government. 
Villagers reciprocate by aiding the DOF in tracking certain species of fish (Interview, 
Ton-BPI). The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) now also funds the programme 
and also their suup cha tha ceremony. Fry produced from the programme are released 
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into the Ing River three to four times annually, including during the suup cha tha 
ceremony. Like Ban Mueng Kan, Ban Pak Ing has become an educational site for 
students from international universities (Interview, Phuyaibaan-BPI).  
 
 Despite this, the perceived ecological transformations associated with the 
khet anurak are also in question, even though most of the chao baan think that the 
principles anchoring the khet anurak are sound.  Noi-BPI thinks highly of the khet 
anurak in protecting the fish, while Daeng-BPI perceives Ban Pak Ing’s khet anurak 
to be the best in the area because of its associated fish-breeding programme. 
However, Nok-BPI thinks that although there are more fish in the khet anurak now, 
she says that they stay put in the zone. Toi-BPI and Tong-BPI think that the water 
levels during the dry season are still too low to support any fish. Even the 
Phuyaibaan-BPI has his doubts about whether the khet anurak is bringing fish back, 
blaming hydropower development in China for the low water levels in the Ing River 
that discourages fish from congregating even in the khet anurak. Ecological 
transformation thus must be thought of in terms of responding to contemporary 
challenges of the transboundary commons.  
 
6.4.2 Transboundary Challenges: Competing Socionatures  
 Even where the management of the khet anurak appears to be sound in Ban 
Pak Ing, the transboundary scale of the commons presents complications. Local 
levels of enclosure enacted to (re)produce resources and socionatures through 
manipulating networks of biophysical processes cannot be achieved if issues of scale 
are not addressed. Transnational enclosure, and global capitalism, can be said to have 
led to the ‘tumultuous reordering of sociophysical space’ (Swyngedouw, 1999, cited 
in Barney, 2008: 92) in the Mekong Basin. This transformation of socionatures 
through ‘complex processes of de- and reterritorialisation’ in Chiang Khong is 
embedded within a politics of scale, as seen from Chapters 5 and 6. It is important to 
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note that this reordering of sociophysical space also lies in the strategies of those 
opposing the impacts of transnational enclosure on an interconnected biophysical 
system. Here, I also focus on how the involvement of national and international 
agencies has allowed villagers from Chiang Khong and Houay-Xay to engage with 
scale-making projects on the Mekong River.   
 
 Ban Mueng Kan and Ban Pak Ing are involved in cross-border initiatives 
facilitated by the WWF. Even as Ban Mueng Kan’s khet anurak faces cross-border 
challenges in its practical implementation, discursive spaces of cooperation 
coalescing around conservation have emerged. In addition to carrying out scientific 
studies on the Mekong giant catfish (WWF, n.d.; Interview, Kiet-BMK), the WWF 
also funds the establishment of conservation zones and coordinates meetings between 
the village committees of approximately eight villages in Chiang Khong and Houay 
Xay (Interviews, Phuyaibaan-BMK; Phuyaibaan-BPI). Joint meetings allow villages 
to share information about their conservation zones, and also to discuss issues such as 
illegal fishing. Thai and Lao villages also conduct mutual visits to learn about the 
management of conservation zones and to foster a belief in their efficacy. The WWF 
is also tracking the health of the river through distributing surveys about fish to 
participating villages (Interview, Phuyaibaan-BPI; Kiet-BMK). Conservation 
provides the villages of Laos with a critical opportunity to play an active role in 
protecting the Mekong River in an apolitical manner that does not raise the ire of the 
Lao government (Interviews, Phuyaibaan-BMK; Phuyaibaan-BPI).  
 
 However, money-flows ‘fundamental to contemporary ecosystems’ (Harvey, 
1993: 29) can create different understandings of socionatures between different 
agencies and scales, becoming a point of contention over conservation initiatives in 
Chiang Khong. While the Phuyaibaan-BMK appreciates the benefits of working with 
the WWF, he noted Khruu Thii was circumspect of the motives and relationship 
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between the WWF and the government.  Khruu Thii is also wary of funding provided 
by the WWF and the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), telling 
us how “villagers see money and follow them. This is not a method of developing 
quality of life, but it is the destruction […] there are no concepts [of ecological 
history and culture].” Tong-BPI also indicated that the khet anurak could be 
motivated by nothing more than the promise of government funding. While it is too 
soon to evaluate the outcomes from different networks underlying conservation 
initiatives, the potential of different types of socionatures used to promote 
conservation and cross-border cooperation should be subject to further study –what 
types of socionatures will foster environmentality in the commons?   
 
6.5 Conclusion: Of Anurak and Socionatures  
 This chapter has shown how socionatures have been mobilised by the 
multiple stakeholders in the Chiang Khong-Houay Xay borderland, in countering the 
processes of transnational enclosure and local forms of territorialisation that threaten 
the environmental security of the Mekong Basin. As conservation initiatives started to 
take hold of Chiang Khong, processes of discursive and material territorialisation of 
the Mekong River have emerged through the socionatures articulated by local 
communities. Through Thai Baan Research, a politics of place in Chiang Khong was 
set into motion based upon harnessing local knowledge in an attempt to produce and 
bring to light alternative knowledges and local pride about the ecological systems of 
the Mekong River, thus forming discursive spaces of exclusion and territoriality. The 
establishment of khet anurak on the Mekong River and its tributaries represents new 
physical spaces of exclusion, a powerful idea that has shaped the chao baan of 
Chiang Khong as environmental subjects.  
 
 These new forms of territorialisation on the Mekong River are underlain by 
socionatures, comprising nature’s materiality, cultural and ecological histories, 
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historical-geographical relationships, and the political economy. These are 
increasingly attracting cross-border and transnational actors and attention, forming 
complex webs of meaning and interrelationships that challenge the anurak initiatives 
of Chiang Khong despite their relative success and prominence today. This is 
especially so when the networks of social relations present today are unable to sustain 
the ecological transformation that these anurak initiatives seek. Their relevance to the 
lives of the chao baan, their effectiveness in shifting modes of production on multiple 
scales, the historical geographies of the borderland, and the flow of money and 
commodities through the ecological riverscape play a key role in shaping the 
sustainable management of the commons. Relational understandings of socionatures 










7.1. The Time-Spaces of Nostalgia, Aspirations, and Worries 
 Even though the chao baan do not depend much on fishing today, Puu-BMK, 
Tim-BMK, Gop-BMK, Tui-BMK, Wuut-BMK, Chaa-BMK and Dom-BMK still 
noted the importance of fish to them: fish still plays a crucial role in their diets, in 
their heritage, and in maintaining ecological balance between animals, trees, and 
nature.  They hoped that past ecological conditions could be restored, ensuring a 
supply of fish for their families in the future. Ton-BPI and Nok-BPI reiterated the 
Mekong River’s enduring role for their livelihoods from the past to the present, and 
Chaa-BMK expressed how the river also provided them with beautiful views as well. 
These nostalgic reminiscences and aspirations for the Mekong River are interspersed 
with worries about its future, as the chao baan are wary that the combined effects of 
illegal fishing and hydropower development will leave them with no fish in the 
future, also irrevocably changing the Mekong River and impinging on their 
livelihoods.  
 
 The perceptions and experiences of the chao baan of Chiang Khong whose 
lives are intricately intertwined with the Mekong River commons occupy a 
continuum of the past, present, and future. Some have experienced the era of fish 
abundance and the decline of fish. While their worries are primarily linked to their 
livelihoods, some crave for the thamachat [nature] they used to know. With the 
commons, it is difficult ‘to capture complex relationships between human-cultural 
and biophysical processes quite so easily, in any instrumental language of design, 
action, outcome, and aftermath’ (Sivaramakrishnan, 2005: 255). While I cannot claim 
to provide a complete account of how the transboundary Mekong commons is 
understood by the chao baan, I have attempted to show through the lens of historical-
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geographical practices of territoriality and socionatures, how both are mutually 
constitutive in co-producing the spaces of the commons.   
 
7.2. Challenges and Future Research Directions for Chiang Khong  
7.2.1. The Need for Scale-Sensitivity  
 In tracing the historical-geographical processes that have shaped the 
increasingly territorialised commons of Chiang Khong, it is clear that a scale-
sensitive approach is required to counter the decline of the Mekong River’s wild-
capture fisheries. As ‘every territory represents different conjunctures of historical 
forces’, strategies countering this decline hinge upon knowing ‘how shifting 
infrastructures and fields of power have construed the possibilities, and what the 
results have been in different times and places’ (Peluso, 2005a: 8). Territorialised 
spaces are produced, perceived, and experienced through the socionatures produced 
within specific ecological transformations taking place at local, state, and 
transnational scales. Local forms of discursive and materialised territoriality 
implemented through the queue system, Thai Baan Research and khet anurak may 
address issues in their vicinity, but have limited impact upon the ecological 
specificities produced at the transboundary scale.  
 
 Thus, the Rak Chiang Khong has come to realise that it needs to engage 
transnational actors in protecting the commons from transboundary threats and 
enclosure. Local enclosure will not be able to counter negative ecological 
transformations if its cause lies elsewhere, and the Rak Chiang Khong is now part of 
the ‘Network of Thai People in Eight Mekong Provinces’ that actively resists Lower 
Mekong Basin (LMB) hydropower development. However, it is also important to 
also engage with illegal fishing issues in Laos. Further research could be done to 
ascertain the conditions encouraging destructive fishing practices in Laos. Some Lao 
villages themselves also appear to be somewhat active in the arena of establishing 
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conservation zones, and to carry out a similar study as I have done from a Lao 
perspective will piece together a clearer picture of the perceptions, experiences and 
challenges facing that particular stretch of the Mekong River.   
 
7.2.2 The Production of Place 
 The territorialisation of the commons also ‘produces places in relation to 
claimants: it makes places into territories’ [original emphasis] (Peluso, 2005a: 6), and 
Cuasay and Vaddhanaphuti caution that the ‘culture of rights claiming and 
recognition’ (2005: 11) risk rendering the commons not as places, but as 
commonplace. The concepts behind Thai Baan Research and the khet anurak, while 
innovative, were also initially ideas ‘imported’ from networks extending beyond 
Chiang Khong, as people ‘produce themselves as categories recognisable on a global 
or national stage’ (Peluso, 2005a: 7). However, the production of politically reductive 
narratives can create a ‘unsettled multiplicity’, possibly being unable to resonate with 
‘common’ mental spaces or geographic referents held by most inhabitants of the 
commons (Cuasay and Vaddhanaphuti, 2005: 13). This possibly means that ‘we are 
gaining recognition for spatial claims, but perhaps also losing the very ground 
beneath our feet’ in terms of losing the powers of place (ibid).  
 
 This is precisely what Khruu Thii has been campaigning against, in his 
constant reiteration for using situated cultural and ecological histories to rally the 
chao baan around the commons. Although he has been largely successful in this, 
signs of a reductive narrative of place might already be showing. The politicisation of 
the commons appears to come under the purview of a select few, the multiplicity of 
socionatures known by the chao baan do not necessarily resonate with those 
represented in Thai Baan Research, the khet anurak is undermined by multi-scalar 
modes of production, and international NGOs and government agencies appear to 
neglect cultural and ecological histories.  This may cause the anurak initiatives of 
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Chiang Khong might fall short of its goals. Multiple meanings of socionatures, or 
thamachat, have unfolded as the multi-scalar territorialisation of the commons has 
resulted in discursive and material changes moulding their biophysical, social, 
cultural and economic dimensions. A multi-pronged approach is thus also required in 
sustaining local institutions, fundamentally supported by forging local awareness: 
 
“If they know, they will love what they have. They don’t 
know even their own histories and backgrounds. When I 
was in primary school, I went to study about Sukhothai 
and Ayutthaya. We thought that this matter did not 
involve us, so we were not interested in it. Children 
always ignore the history subject. However, when I 
studied about the history of my hometown and lecture to 
children and students in the local area, they are interested 
because it is the story that has happened around them.” 
(Interview, Khruu Thii) 
  
 More attention needs to be paid to the enabling factors for sustainability in 
the local commons  (Agrawal, 2008; Table 3.1) and in accounting for the 
multidimensional characteristics of socionatures, especially where khet anurak are 
concerned. This is not to downplay the importance of such endeavours, as even if the 
resultant ecological transformation has been limited, these initiatives play a critical 
role in forging awareness about anurak concepts and local cultural and ecological 
histories amongst the chao baan. The power of place could be further harnessed 
through Thai-Lao cooperation over conservation, given the immanent longstanding 
relationships, shared spaces, culture and history between both riverbanks, and might 
be important in easing tensions rooted in resource sharing. Again, further research 







7.3 Broader Implications  
‘If Bangkokians think any project is good and modern, 
we follow them. This is our weak point. Therefore, we 
have to campaign about the policies and create capacity 
for our people. We have to develop our people and 
communities.’ (Interview, Khruu Thii)  
 
 With Thai and Chinese corporate interests driving Lao dam construction, 
even potentially affected downstream countries Cambodia and Vietnam have 
remained diplomatic, and have not requested for the issue of the Xayaburi dam to be 
raised at the Mekong River Commission (MRC) meeting scheduled for the third week 
of January 2013 (Bangkok Post, 14 January 2013). While heavy expectations have 
been placed upon the MRC to step up as the leading multilateral decision-making 
platform for the Xayaburi dam (ibid), sovereign interests still stand firm. Also, 
China’s observer status within the MRC holds it to no obligations concerning its 
Lancang Cascade. The ‘way in which that spatiality is imagined by the participants is 
also crucial’ (Massey, 2005: 183) in the transboundary commons. Thus, if 
participants of decision-making are limited to the state and corporate interests, the 
imaginative geographies guiding the development of the Mekong River commons 
will be undergirded only by principles of instrumentalism and economics.  
 
 Local struggles ‘within the complex power-geometry of spatial relations’ 
hinge upon how sociophysical space, ‘as relational and as the sphere of multiplicity, 
is both an essential part of the character of, and perpetually reconfigured through, 
political engagement’ (Massey, 2005: 183). The participation of riparian local 
communities in the decisions that will determine their lives is key. Their varied and 
in-depth understandings of socionatures that encompasses material and immaterial 
realms unknown to most can create an openness of space through which alternative, 
multiple trajectories can unfold in the Mekong River commons.  Recognising this 
open and relational quality of space is key to forging a ‘politics of grounded 
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connectedness’ (ibid: 188) that Sunan, the monk I had met during the dhammayatra, 
had envisioned between local communities residing along the Mekong River and its 
tributaries, from its source to mouth. The ‘ensemble of relations’ that could possibly 
arise from a politics combining the power of socionatures, territoriality, and place, 
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Lek M Farmer (Corn). Fishing in the past 
Kung M Volunteer border patrol in the past 
Puu M  
Tim F Farmer (Corn, Beans, Rice, Tobacco). 
Broom-making (January and February). 
Fishing. 
Piak M Makes bamboo furniture. Fishing (in the 
past). Farming (in the past).  
Gop M Farming (Corn, Rice, Rubber). Fishing.  
Tui M Farming. Fishing (in the past). 
Wuut M Farming. Fishing (in the past). 
Nim F 
Faming (Rice, Bean -for own consumption). 
Kai (in free time).  
Kaew F   
Fon F 
Provision store owner. Farming (in the past, 
Rice, Subsistence) 
Chaa M 
Farming (Tobacco farm, in the past). Soldier 
(in the past).  
Dom M 
Boat driver (in the past). Soldier (in the past). 
Fishing (in the past).  
Kiet M 
Farming (Rice, for own consumption, Corn 
for sale). Fishing in free time.  
Phuyaibaan M Village headman  (Phase 1 & 2 of research) 















  Baep M Current Village Headman  
Noi F 
Farming (Vegetable, Cucumber, Beans, 
Tobacco). Fishing (if excess, for sale, 
otherwise, for own consumption). 
Maem F Fishing (in the past, for subsistence). 
Yai M 
Farming (Corn, Bean, Tobacco, Rice). Fishes 
(in fishing season). 
Nok F 
Farming (Corn, Tobacco, Bean -stopped 20 
years ago). Fishing (in the past, both for sale 
and for own consumption). 
Daeng M Provision store owner 
Dam M Farming (in the past). Fishing. Boat Taxi. 
Aun M Fishing. 
Toi M 
Farming (Corn, Bean, Rice). Fishing (for 
own consumption) 
Tong M   
Daw M Monk. Fishing (in the past) 
Ton M Farming. Fishing. 
Phuyaibaan M Village Headman 












  Aud M Fishmonger  
Pap M Boatman Chiang Khong 
Town 
  Ae M Fisherman 
 
Note: Blanks in the table represent some missing information.  
